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Abstract
In the age of “global urbanism” (Sheppard et al 2015; Chen and Kanna 2013), we are witnessing
a markedly increased preference for mega-gentrification policies and projects by public officials
seeking to revitalize deindustrialized and abandoned landscapes within their cities. The goal of
this study is to describe how neoliberal public and private actors and institutions in the City of
Tampa, specifically along the newly minted “Water Street” near the old Channel District of
downtown, have adopted the discourses and practices of “fast policy” (Peck and Theodore 2015),
“rule by aesthetics” (Ghertner 2010) and “worlding” (Ong and Roy 2011). To that end, I will
describe how the putative economic revitalization of downtown Tampa, guided by global city
aesthetic regimes (Patterson 2016) and the culturally and politically popular vernacular of ‘live,
work, play’ is being justified in the mainstream media. Through a combination of semi-structured,
interviews, ethnographic observations, literature and local newspaper reviews, the study explores
how Jeff Vinik and Bill Gates’s multi-billion dollar “Water Street” urban revitalization project in
downtown Tampa is steadily producing the global ectoplasm of a successfully revitalized city.
This disposition towards global urban aesthetics and “iconic projects” (Sklair 2017) based on “fast
policy” has diminished local government efforts to address the more mundane challenges of urban
revitalization such as affordable housing and inclusive community services and recreational
amenities. Furthermore, the study also intends to explore how corporate developers’ uses of the
aesthetics of urban sustainability function to legitimize exclusionary urban transformations. A
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primary context for this study is InVision Tampa (2012), the urban revitalization agenda introduced
by Tampa’s former mayor, Bob Buckhorn. The stated goal of InVision Tampa was to: “not settle
anymore …[but] to win [and] not to finish second anymore” to other U.S. cities (Buckhorn 2012).
To date, ongoing economic redevelopment projects in and around downtown Tampa have
unleashed new economic and cultural opportunities for some, while creating social and
environmental threats for others, notably the working class and poor communities of color.
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Chapter One:
Introduction
In the age of “global urbanism” (Sheppard et al. 2015; Chen and Kanna 2013) and
“planetary gentrification” (Lees et al. 2016), a growing number of city elites are adopting
increasingly similar mega-gentrification policies and projects in their efforts to revitalize
deindustralized and abandoned landscapes and to improve their cities’ position within international
rankings (Lindner and Sandoval 2021). In this context, scholars have witnessed a noticeable trend
towards reimagining and recapitalizating fiscally stressed cities based on what two leading urban
geographers Jamie Peck and Nik Theodore (2015) have termed “fast policy.” This concept refers
to a “policy making condition coproduced by intensified and instantaneous connectivity between
actors and institutions in varying scales, across places, in this neoliberal era” (Chang 2017, p. 212).
The geographical circulation of urban policy ideas and economic restructuring models has
a long history (Ong and Roy 2011). The advent of global neoliberal urbanism, however, is marked
by the noticeable intensification and multiplication of this trend based on fast policymaking and
“increasing transnational synchronization” (Lindner and Sandoval 2021, p. 14). An important
vector within this fast policy milieu is the adoption and promotion of corporate development
projects by tax and revenue-starved municipal governments eager to replicate the most dominant
aesthetic regimes (Fehervary 2013) or “city tableau” (Boyer 1992) from iconic global cities
ranging from London and Barcelona to New York City and Los Angeles as the ideal physical
redevelopment formats. The reason, according to Michele Acuto et al. (2021, p. 363-364), is that
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cities that are increasingly operating in “networked forms of global urbanism” (ibid.) and guided
by a “comparative imagination” (ibid.) are actively “seek[ing] a place on the world stage and
embark[ing] on ambitious urban development plans ... [and] draw[ing] ideas and inspiration from
– but also … compet[ing] with – their peers both near and far” (ibid.).
This study seeks to explore the spatial transformation of Tampa as one such city tableau.
Located on the central west coast of Florida, Tampa has been named as a “metropolis on the move”
by Florida Trend Magazine (Waddell 2014) and lauded by Money magazine (Salisbury 2015) as
one of the “the best big cities” in the U.S. Tampa is currently experiencing a major commercial
and residential construction boom which is anchored by multibillion dollar gentrification projects
by the plutocrat Bill Gates and the urban corpocrat Jeff Vinik, a former hedge fund manager of
Fidelity’s Magellan Fund and current owner of the Tampa Bay Lightning hockey team.
As mentioned above, to explore this process in Tampa, the research for this study is
foregrounded by Peck and Theodore’s (2015) concept of “fast policy” with D. Asher Ghertner’s
(2010) concept of “rule by aesthetics.” This conceptual framework will assist in theorizing and
describing the various ways gentrification tableaux and formats are being xeroxed, mobilized and
staged by a host of local interests and actors and highly mobile fractions of extra-local investment
and financial capital, with the full and enthusiastic support of locally dependent municipal
governments and spatially fixed communities.
While “fast policy” and “rule by aesthetics” serve as the main conceptual anchors for this
study, the foundational work of Henri Lefebvre (1974) on the production of space under capitalism
serves as an important guidepost for making sense of contemporary urban restructuring. Of
particular interest in this context is Lefebvre’s contention that space is both produced and
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colonized by capitalism, thereby providing a foundation for capital accumulation and the
commodification of urban spaces under capitalism.
The study’s analytical framework also draws on the work of Aihwa Ong and Ananya Roy
(2011) and Jennifer Robinson and Ananya Roy (2016), especially their concepts of “worlding”
and “comparative gestures” which are used as supplements to “rule by aesthetics.” The above
authors contend that under neoliberal capitalism, city managers and urban elites are compelled to
compete their way into “the changing imaginary of ‘comparative gestures’” (Ong and Roy 2011)
and in shaping a more ‘global’ way of worlding” their respective cities (Michele et al. 2021, p.
363). In short, they are expected to constantly search for new sources of ideas and inspiration from
both peer and competitor cities to ascend the global rankings of cities. Ong and Roy’s (2011) work
highlight the importance of increasingly competitive “comparative policy gestures” (ibid.) in the
ever-changing political economy of global worlding and city making. Furthermore, it is important
to note that redevelopment policy experiments have possibilities of success and failure, and by
further discussing these possibilities, this thesis will explore the consequences of neoliberal
experimentations and their negative impacts on the working class and particularly communities of
color.
Finally, the study also utilizes the concept of “the icon project,” based on the work of Leslie
Sklair (2017). This concept focuses on those visual elements within the global city making process
which provide grandeur and aesthetic significance. Sklair’s concept will enable the analysis of
comparisons of various ‘global’ architectural and infrastructural elements in downtown Tampa’s
transformation and ongoing efforts to imitate “iconic” (Sklair 2017) design and building elements
of already established global cities.

3

Tampa as a city, and Tampa Bay as a functional metropolitan region, is currently
experiencing a massive influx of new residents and an over-inflated real estate market (Wolf 2021).
Water Street Tampa, downtown Tampa’s symbolic centerpiece, is contributing to the growing
“second wave of scholarship on creative city-making" (Nkula-Wentz 2018, p. 1) and
gentrification. The aim of this research is to understand the differentiated socioeconomic effects
of neoliberal policymaking and redevelopment practices in the broader context of global citymaking and the public images and experiences of urban transformation.
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Chapter Two:
Literature Review
The literatures reviewed below informed the theoretical framework of this study. The
literatures are organized according to major analytical themes for each research question. The first
theme addresses the concept of space and its relationship to urban geography. The second major
theme involves a discussion of “rule by aesthetics” (Ghertner 2010) and “a more ‘global’ way of
worlding by cities” (Acuto et al. 2021, p. 363) through the creation of “iconic” buildings and
public structures (Sklair 2017) and the adoption and impact of “fast policy” mechanisms (Peck
and Theodore 2015) in city-making processes. While “rule by aesthetics” and “fast policy” can be
considered the two main concepts guiding this study, the remaining concepts and theories serve as
additional building blocks for understanding how material and discursive conditions for urban
revitalization or “gentrification” (Smith 2002) are generalized as “global urban policy” (ibid.) in
aspirational medium-sized American cities such as Tampa, Florida.
The Production of Space
To discuss the ways Tampa, specifically downtown Tampa, has been redeveloped over the
last decade or so, it is necessary to understand the production of urban space both physically and
socially. Henry Lefebvre was the first geographer to theorize and historicize this process in his
magnum opus, La Production de l’Espace, which was first published in French in 1974 and
translated into English as The Production of Space in 1991 by Donald Nicholson-Smith. He
described “the role of space, as knowledge and action, in the existing mode of production” (ibid.,
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p. 11). He also argued that space, as the location of everyday life (Elden 2007), is constantly
colonized by capitalist urbanization (Lefebvre 2003). Subsequent geographers and urban scholars
have extended Lefebvre’s theoretical insights, including the claim that the “class struggle is
inscribed in space” (Elden 2007, p. 106) in the process of city-making.
First, it is necessary to explain how ‘space’ is defined by critical urban geographers as it
informs the framework for this study. According to the urban geographer Stuart Elden, Lefebvre
provided a ‘conceptual triad’ for viewing, defining and understanding space, namely, the
“perceived, conceived and lived” (Elden 2007). Perceived space is space in its physical form;
conceived space is the space of knowledge, or space as a mental construct; and lastly, lived space
is created and modified over time through human action, and is therefore imbued with symbolic
meanings that arise from its various competing uses (ibid.).
Based on this Lefebvrian understanding of space, lived space is fundamentally political but
this politics is conducted by and through both the perceived and conceived spaces in and of the
city. Thus, Lefebvre’s work provides a conceptual foundation for “mapping the spatiality of
politics and history” instead of just providing an explanation for the politics and history of space
(Elden 2007). For example, Lefebvre sees the material and the mental as indivisible (ibid.). This
approach to space enabled scholars to understand how ideas, such as politics, and social actions,
such as urban restructuring, function in the production of the material world of actual cities. The
understanding that one gains from Lefebvre’s descriptions is that the production of space, and by
implication of the city, is the unfolding product of both knowledge and action.
In the context of this study, it is also important to remember Lefebvre’s contention that
capitalism is constantly colonizing space and, therefore, the city. Building on Lefebvre, Elden
argued that “[s]ocial space is allocated according to class, and social planning reproduces the class
6

structure” (Elden 2007, p.106). This historical and structural dimension to the production of space
has resulted in an inequitable distribution of space based on class which in turn has resulted in an
abundance of space for the rich and its opposite for the poor. The result is uneven development of
different places (Smith 2008), or indeed both. This notion is the basis for understanding the current
colonization, urbanization and commodification of space and how under successive capitalism
regimes, the production (and consumption) of space leads to “ever greater levels of social
inequality, as indeed has been the global trend over the last thirty years of neoliberalism” (Harvey
2004, p. 73).
Rule By Aesthetics
A closely related concept framing this study is that of aesthetics as it is frequently used in
city-(re)making. The urban geographer D. Asher Ghertner (2010) described “rule by aesthetics”
as a distinctive regime of planning that seeks to replicate dominant world-class building and
infrastructural aesthetics that align with hegemonic corporate conceptions of what a ‘global’ or
‘world-class' city should look like. Ghertner defined ‘world-class as “idealized vision of a
privatized, “green” and slum-free city assembled from transnationally circulating images of
‘global cities’” (ibid.). Thus, under the sway of corporate aesthetics, among other factors, the
processes of world-class city-making amount to producing and manipulating policy makers’ and
policy takers’ imaginations and somatic experiences according to the needs of land and real estate
capital. Consistent with Lefebvre’s conceptions of the production of space, Ghertner (2010)
described this “rule by aesthetics” as “a set of material processes, part of a speculative project of
attracting capital investment and fixing it in (and in turn fixing) the city” (ibid., p. 22).
Using the case of New Delhi, India, Ghertner argued that “rule by aesthetics” is controlled
primarily by agents of the FIRE (Finance, Insurance, and Real Estate) sector who considered urban
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land and real estate as undervalued assets that are ripe for revalorization as sources of economic
growth and global prominence (ibid., p. 11). This study will use some of Ghertner’s insights to
explore a particular neoliberal “worlding” (Ong and Roy 2011) project in downtown Tampa called
“Water Street Tampa.” In this context, the study will also use Ghertner’s concept of the “urban
imaginary” which refers to the “cognitive and somatic image[s] which we carry with us of the
places we live, work and play...as embodied material artifact[s]” (Ghertner ibid., p. 6) to describe
and explain the corporate transformation of downtown Tampa in the interest of powerful land and
real estate interests.
Rule by aesthetics attempts to make sense of the process of world-class city-making,
particularly among city managers and private investors hoping to be compared to prototypical
world-class cities such as New York City, London and Tokyo (Sassen 1991), to mention a few
iconic examples, in that it involves the deployment of an “urban imaginary” (Ghertner 2010) that
would attract investment capital, creative workers, and wealthy tourists (Florida 2004), and
encourages rising land and real estate valuations of long neglected and/or deindustrialized
neighborhoods (Ghertner 2010, p. 14). This concept is key for understanding urban restructuring
in self-described “entrepreneurial cities” (Harvey 1989) such as Tampa. Moreover, it has the added
virtue of highlighting some of the underexamined ‘soft’ dimensions of Lefebvre’s conception of
the production of space that corporate interests rely on to create the ‘look’ and ‘feel’ of a “worldclass” city under late capitalism. This study will highlight the use of aesthetics in the creation of a
world-class city urban imaginary in the gentrification of downtown Tampa and the instantiation of
its claim to national and global significance.
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Worlding Cities
Two eminent urban scholars, Aihwa Ong and Ananya Roy (2011), coined the term
“worlding” which spatializes the concept of “rule by aesthetics” (Ghertner 2010) in specific cities.
They describe:
“...the worlding city as a milieu of intervention, a source of ambitious visions, and of
speculative experiments that have different possibilities of success and failure. We hold
that such experiments cannot be conceptually reduced to instantiations of universal logics
of capitalism or postcolonialism. They must be understood as worlding practices, those
that pursue world recognition in the midst of inter-city rivalry and globalized
contingency. We therefore focus on the urban as a milieu that is constant formation, one
shaped by the multitudinous ongoing activities that by wedding dream and technique,
form the art of being global. Inherently unstable, inevitably subject to intense
contestation, and always incomplete, worlding is the art of being global” (Ong and Roy
2011, p. 15).
Ong and Roy (2011) offer a perspective of city-making practices that is not only consistent
with Lefebvre’s conception of urbanization and the production of space, but which also centers the
instrumental power of capitalist competition for economic and financial pre-eminence in the
process of worlding and global city making. As the recent case of Amazon’s search for a second
headquarters showed, the goal of achieving world-class city status continues to remain elusive for
most cities because capitalist forces are constantly demanding more and more corporate welfare
to produce physical and social spaces for capital accumulation and financial flows on the global
stage. In this study, I argue that the City of Tampa, especially the downtown business elite, in the
form of the Tampa Downtown Partnership and the fast-emerging Water Street Tampa project is in
9

the process of worlding a range of “speculative experiments that have different possibilities of
success and failure” (Ong and Roy 2011, p. 15).
Within the speculative process of “worlding,” there are two identifiable styles of global
city making which are important to understand in the context of this study – “modeling” and “interreferencing” (Ong and Roy 2011). The former, “involves both discursive and material activities
that are inspired by projects that have been dubbed...“world-class” (ibid., p. 31). In other words,
this style includes projects local urban planners hope to reproduce within their own cities as part
of their own worlding strategies (ibid.).
In a landmark study of worlding in Asian cities, Ong and Roy (2011., p. 17) defined “interreferencing” as “a kind of elite dreaming” and as “practices of citation, allusion, aspiration,
comparison, and competition” (ibid.). She also contends that the “idiom of inter-referencing pits
cities in relation to one another, by invoking desirable icons of ‘world-class’ amenities – upscale
hotels, shopping malls, entertainment and convention facilities, symphonies, opera houses,
international enclaves, and airports – as symbols of desirable urban attributes” (ibid., p. 18). This
study will focus on the prevalence of inter-referencing practices as vital planning tools in the
comparative imagination and worlding of downtown Tampa by describing the process of
borrowing and comparing various elements of city making that are deemed necessary to achieve
‘world-class’ status.
It is important, however, to note the difference between modeling and inter-referencing.
The former is a concrete appropriation and accreditation of another city’s achievements, while the
latter refers more generally to city-making practices through allusion, aspiration, and comparison
(Ong and Roy 2011). Furthermore, a significant dimension of inter-referencing is the link between
economic speculation and urban aspiration (ibid.). Persistent allusions to other cities encourage
10

urban development projects and building and design aesthetics which allow a particular city to
“catch-up” with those cities that they see as iconic, the status quo, or as world-class city (ibid.). It
is in this context that Ong and Roy (2011) described inter-referencing as “elite dreaming” (ibid.,
p. 34) which is an apt description of the policy and project actions of neoliberal economic and
political actors in ambitious cities like Tampa.
The Icon Project
This study also draws on comparisons and inter-referencing among building styles,
architectural design and other infrastructural elements in the urban built environments of Tampa
and prototypical ‘global’ cities as part of a “vast array of global strategies that are being staged at
the urban scale around the world” (Ong and Roy 2011, p. 10). To that end, the study applies the
concept of “iconic architecture” coined by Leslie Sklair (2017). Professor Emeritus of sociology
at the London School of Economics, Sklair (2017) argued that ‘iconic’ buildings and infrastructure
projects are defined by their “fame and aesthetic/symbolic significance. The more successfully a
building can convey consumer-friendly meanings and designs – ideally combining the comfortable
with the spectacular – the more value the building will have in the market” (ibid., p. 3).
Iconic projects highlight the importance of understanding how and why the forces fueling
capitalist urbanization and globalization actively pursue urban imaginaries and architectural
images with the ability to circulate seamlessly across multiple city spaces and media platforms,
including television screens, print advertisements and tourist memorabilia. Sklair (2017) argued
that iconic buildings and infrastructural projects are imbued with the logic of the “transnational
capitalist class (TCC)” (ibid.) who are deeply invested in the profits generated by the FIRE sector.
Accordingly, the study of iconic projects necessarily focuses on the institutional actors and
economic structures that support and benefit from the production of iconic landscapes, not the
11

icons themselves. As Sklair notes (2017, p. 2): “Icons emerge at the meeting point of power,
meaning, aesthetics, and taste, where the power of those who dominate the global economy, the
meanings produced by its ideologues, and the aesthetics produced by architects create the
conditions in which the Icon Project thrives.”
Within icon projects is also the use of iconic architecture, which Sklair (2017) regards as
competition for meaning, power and profit. “Shopping malls, corporate headquarters, museums,
performance spaces, sports stadiums, transportation hubs, and gleaming megatowers become
famous to everyone through the mass media, for example as background establishing shots on TV
screens” (ibid., p. 5). Iconic architecture spatializes the cultural ideology of consumerism by
creating unique and successful icons because they are often considered works of art in their own
right (ibid: 4). This iconization process or “Guggenheim effect” Sklair (2017) recognizes not only
creates unique architecture, it also mimicks the architecture of unique landmarks, such as the
Sydney Opera House, to name an example. As such, metal and glass towers, and expressive and
abstractly shaped buildings are becoming increasingly common in developing cities (ibid., p. 6).
A key architectural strategy which this study shows to be particularly relevant to the City
of Tampa, and particularly to the Water Street Tampa project, is the use of “glass, shiny metals
and spectacular shapes” which is a strategy Sklair (2017) identifies as conveying themes of
“transparency, democracy and consumer friendliness” (ibid., p. 5).These standardized criteria of
world-class imagery contributes to the international branding of icon projects, especially as their
elements become increasingly recognizable across various global platforms. “What makes them
transnational is that they are designed to represent one more global architectural style, recognized
through the mass media as much through direct experience by quite different communities of
people” (Sklair 2017, p. 11). This study will show how Water Street Tampa, as an icon project
12

within the City of Tampa, operationalizes iconic architecture as part of its “worlding” (Ong and
Roy 2011) strategy.
However, cities’ ‘worlding’ strategies and practices described by Ong and Roy (2011) are
incomplete without a consideration of the cultural preferences and economic interests of the TCC.
According to Sklair (2017) the TCC is dedicated to the ever-increasing flow of capital, human
resources, information and images, the primary goal of which is to sustain urban consumption and
competition and to obscure political conflict and economic inequality. The concentrated powers
of the TCC allow them to materialize their preferences and interests through “the creation of iconic
buildings, spaces, urban megaprojects, and sometimes entire cities” (ibid., p. 3). This study
considers the emerging Water Street project in downtown Tampa as a prime example of both a
“worlding” strategy and an “icon project,” and its investors and owners as a local expression of
the TCC that is “seeking to claim their own position within...global networks...[and] to redirect
these flows [recognition, capital and human resources] through their own cities” (Burns et al. 2021,
p. 464).
Fast Policy
The final conceptual building block of this study’s analytical framework is drawn from the
work of two prominent urban geographers, Jamie Peck and Nik Theodore (2015), who coined the
term “fast policy.” This concept refers to a “policy making condition coproduced by intensified
and instantaneous connectivity between actors and institutions in varying scales, across places, in
this neoliberal era” (Chang, 2017, p. 212). This concept which aligns with Sklair’s (2017) idea of
a TCC operating across temporal and spatial scales will be used to describe the worlding strategies
through which neoliberal real estate development projects and city-(re)making processes in the
City of Tampa have been advanced.
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An important vector within the neoliberal global urban landscape of fast policy is corporate
efforts to replicate the most dominant corporate “aesthetic regimes” (Fehervary 2013) adopted by
leading-edge cities ranging from London and Barcelona to New York City and Los Angeles as
idealized urban redevelopment formats. Peck and Theodore (2015) argued that modern
policymaking processes are still controlled by centralized public-private partnerships. However,
an important shift is not only the rise of new nodes and networks of policy formation with a
transnational reach, but also the velocity with which policy transfer, learning, and modeling have
occurred beyond their domestic origins to influence policies and practices elsewhere (McCann et
al. 2013; McCann 2011; McFarlane 2010). Keeping this new feature of fast policy regimes in
mind, this study will compare the sociopolitical and physical policy and spatial planning practices
of Tampa with cities that are regarded as global cities by local members of the TCC.
Peck and Theodore (2015, p. 37) point out that regimes of fast policy also have the effect
of “shortening policy-development cycles, fast-tracking decision-making...and relentless revision
of guidelines and benchmarks.” Furthermore, they note that fast policy tends to “privilege those
who are able to operate within compressed time scales, narrow[ing] the range of participants in the
policy process, and limit[ing] the scope for deliberation, consultation and negotiation” (ibid., p.
37). Thus, one of the goals of this study is to understand how fast policy paradigms shaped and
informed actions of both corporate private and public actors in the spatial transformation of Tampa
into an aspirational global city that is increasingly marked by “aestheticized space[s] of exclusive
living and consumption” (Lindner and Sandoval 2021, p. 14).
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Conceptual Diagram of Key Concepts
The figure below provides a conceptual diagram of the concepts which helped to guide the
analysis and interpretation of the research results and to connect them to the ongoing
transformation of downtown Tampa and the development of Water Street Tampa.

Key Concepts

Fast Policy

Worlding Cities

Icon Project

Rule By
Aesthetics

Influences
benchmarks
creating worldclass cities;
Induces
shortened
policy cycles

Inter-referencing as
a strategy for
creating worldclass cities;
Exacerbated by the
actions of the TCC

Iconic
architecture as
an element of
icon projects

Establishes an
“urban
imaginary”

Members of TCC impose ‘world-class’ city
benchmarks due to their financial influence.
They reinforce their place-making powers
through practices of inter-referencing, which
further reinforce the benchmarks of ‘worldclass’ cities.

Iconic architecture reinforces the
“urban imaginary” of city elites,
establishing their cities as world-class

These concepts together demonstrate the worlding practices of Water Street Tampa
Figure 1: Schematic of Key Concepts
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Chapter Three:
Central Research Question and Methodology
Central Research Question
Based on the concepts reviewed in the previous chapter, the study explores the institutions,
actors, and practices involved in Tampa’s worlding strategies, circa 2011 to 2021, by focusing on
the three-billion-dollar mega-gentrification project known as “Water Street Tampa.” To that end,
the central research question for this thesis is as follows:
1. What worlding strategies were adopted by neoliberal public and private
stakeholders to transform Tampa into a “benchmark city of the future” (Martinez
2018)?
This question is explored through the following sub-questions:
(a) What specific global mobile urban planning policies and practices were mobilized to
transform downtown Tampa into “one of the first smart districts” in the world (Martinez 2018)?
(b) Who are the major actors and institutions involved in the implementation of the Water
Street Tampa mega-gentrification project?
c) What are the heterogenous socio-economic effects of the Water Street Tampa project,
especially on Tampa’s vulnerable populations?

16

Methodology
To provide answers to the central research question of this thesis, a mix of various
qualitative research methods were used. They included: participant ethnographic observations;
semi-structured interviews; document analysis; photography; and an online survey. Interviews
were conducted with private and public entities involved in the conceptualization of downtown
Tampa, particularly along Water Street and the nearby Riverwalk. Visual methods were used by
capturing photos of the study area and occurred simultaneously with ethnographic observations of
specific locations in the study area. Lastly, an online survey was conducted to learn about the
general public’s perceptions and experience of and with downtown Tampa, and in particular,
Water Street.
Structured Interviews
A range of public and private stakeholders (n=6) in the City of Tampa were interviewed,
including City government staff from departments such as those of Development and Growth
Management and Community Redevelopment Areas; representatives of the Downtown
Partnership (hereafter the Partnership), the dominant growth coalition in Tampa; a representative
of the Urban Land Institute (ULI), a global think-tank of public and private urban development
and real-estate professionals; and Strategic Property Partners, the land and real estate developer of
the Water Street Tampa project. The Partnership, which was established on November 14, 1986,
is a private, non-profit 501(c)6 economic marketing, planning and development organization
which promotes itself as the steward of a “shared vision” of downtown Tampa. Its current modus
operandi is to create a city center in which people can ‘live, work, and play.’ Ultimately, a
corporate agency like the Downtown Partnership shapes and executes the agenda of its member
companies and city elites such as land developers and real estate investors (Austin 2018).
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In this thesis, the Downtown Partnership is considered a key institution engaged in the
spatialization of the city’s neoliberal worlding strategies and fast policies and aesthetic practices
across downtown Tampa. Two staff members responsible for public relations were interviewed.
The purpose of these interviews was to understand how the Partnership’s urban imaginary informs
its “advocacy” on behalf of “its membership organization” in the “Downtown business
community” (Tampa Downtown Partnership 2022).
A staff member at the ULI was interviewed for this study as well. The ULI identifies itself
a “a network of people in every profession and sector in real estate development and land use,
from all over the world...[who]...commit to exchanging ideas and creating thriving communities
worldwide” (Urban Land Institute 2022). It essentially functions as a think-tank which is dedicated
to entrenching the hegemonic order through neoliberal land development, city-making, and
placemaking practices. The ULI is a prime example of the private land development and real estate
sector that facilitates the production and circulation of “fast policy” (Peck and Theodore 2015)
practices, including “iconic” (Sklair 2017) infrastructures and buildings, to simulate the image and
imaginary of world-class cities.
Also interviewed was a staff member at Strategic Property Partners (SPP), the primary land
and real estate development firm which owns and operates Water Street Tampa. It is worth noting,
however, that this interview was difficult to obtain when compared to the ease with which other
actors and institutions involved in the gentrification of downtown were interviewed for this
research. SPP’s website does not offer staff contact information and only provides a contact form
on their website for general public inquiries. Attempts to contact SPP staff using their contact form
were unsuccessful. A key finding of this study is that SPP and the Water Street project designers
were inaccessible due to their attempt at creating socioeconomic exclusivity. This is reflected in
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the SPP’s mode of communication which is highly restrictive. Fortunately, an interview was
eventually secured with the help of a staff member from the City of Tampa who had access to SPP.
A member of the city staff was also interviewed. This individual was especially helpful
because in a previous role, they were responsible for managing the city’s four Community
Redevelopment Areas (CRAs) which are the Central Park CRA; Channel District CRA;
Downtown CRA; and the Tampa Heights Riverfront CRA. The purpose of this interview was to
gain a better understanding of the city’s negotiation and accommodation of Water Street Tampa
within the broader context of and gentrifying and globalizing city agenda. CRAs are generally
established when there are certain conditions in existence, such as inadequate infrastructure and a
lack of affordable housing (City of Tampa 2020). However, some have argued that CRAs have
become engines for gentrification and further inequality (Frago 2019).
Also interviewed was a staff member of the City’s Development and Growth Management
department. This entity primarily oversees land development throughout the City of Tampa,
including construction services, zoning, real estate, historic preservation and housing and
community development. The goal of this interview was to assess the level of partnership and
coordination between the City of Tampa and SPP with respect to Tampa’s worlding agenda. As
mentioned earlier, all interviews were conducted in a semi-structured format. Semi-structured
interviews have well known advantages, including flexibility and the ability to create an
atmosphere of reciprocity between the interviewer and the interviewee (Kallio et al. 2016). A semistructured format allows researchers to ask relevant follow-up questions that add to the flow of
conversation, as well probe deeper as new thoughts come to mind during interviews (ibid.).
However, like all research methods, semi-structured interviews have their limitations,
including ethical issues related to data collection that is not required for the study but was collected
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given the organic nature of unstructured conversations (ibid.). To lessen this danger, predetermined questions were prepared to serve as the foundation for each of the study interviews.
Moreover, based on specific interviews, additional questions specific to the person interviewed
and the organization involved were prepared. All interview questions were organized to enable
maximum flexibility to encourage open conversation and to create an atmosphere of trust. Finally,
due to the coronavirus pandemic, all interviews were conducted via Microsoft Teams between
February and March 2021 The duration of each interview was approximately one hour.
Interviews with the Public
Street-level interviews were conducted with members of the public in various Downtown
locations experiencing gentrification, especially along SPP’s emerging Water Street project and
adjacent Sparkman Wharf. The latter which is also owned by SPP is marketed as an “outdoor and
entertainment destination” on the waterfront (Sparkman Wharf 2020). SPP’s promotional material
describes Sparkman Wharf as “Tampa’s only outdoor food hall and waterfront park” that consists
of “10 chef-driven restaurants in repurposed shipping containers, a covered biergarten, and outdoor
stage with frequent live music and an expansive lawn with games, fitness events and waterfront
views” (Water Street 2022) These in-person interviews with members of the public were intended
to collect and evaluate resident and non-resident visitors’ individual images and experiences of
downtown Tampa in terms of the worlding strategies of urban land and real estate developers such
as SPP and city economic development officials. With the ongoing coronavirus pandemic, and
current surge of cases, it was important to limit contact with downtown visitors by following proper
safety measures such as socially distancing and wearing a mask. Fortunately, conducting
interviews safely was easy because most of interview locations were outdoors.
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In total, 16 members of the public were interviewed within the emerging district of Water
Street and the neighboring Sparkman Wharf. These interviews were conducted by approaching
individuals or groups at random in these locations asking for their consent to be interviewed. The
interviews were semi-structured and allowed for a natural flow of conversation repleted with
follow-up questions as they became relevant. Cognizant of the ethical implications of interviewing
members of the public, the names of the interview respondents were anonymized. Disclosing
personal information such as name, age, and other demographic information were left to the
discretion of the respondents, but this information was eventually excluded from this study.
Visual Methods
Insofar as aesthetics is considered “a visual regime” (Lindner and Sandoval 2021, p. 15)
that involves “forms of visibility that disclose artistic practices” (Rancière 2004, p. 13), visual
methods became necessary to gain additional insights into the operations of urban spatial
transformation. These methods consisted of taking photographs of those parts of downtown Tampa
subjected to gentrification, including, but not limited to, the Curtis Hixon Riverfront Park, Water
Street, Sparkman Wharf, Armature Works, and some of the neighborhoods surrounding
Downtown Tampa. The goal was to enrich and ground the more abstract discussion about Tampa’s
current “worlding” (Ong and Roy 2011) strategies by recording observable images of the city’s
changing built environment in order to understand how aesthetic practices operate within
hegemonic power structures to “produce spaces of desire and seduction that deliberately look and
feel constructed in order to create gentrification effects that encourage mobility and exploit
displacement of low-income populations” (Lindner and Sandoval ibid., p. 15) as part of the broader
transformation of downtown Tampa.
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The study followed Susan Bell’s (2010) visual sociological method whereby a researcher
captures images among other visual markers of their study area and objects. Recall that one of the
goals of this study was to explore how “fast policies” (Peck and Theodore 2015) were being used
to replicate the aesthetics of global cities at the expense of the vulnerable urban populations. By
visualizing the changing material conditions of gentrifying areas, an important goal of the study
was to reveal the gaping contrast between the global imaginaries of urban revitalization and their
local realities. It should be noted that for the purposes of this study, the term ‘images’ included a
range of visual artifacts, including building facades, aerial maps of downtown, and conceptual
redevelopment plans. Accordingly, strategic planning materials available on the City of Tampa
and SPP’s websites were also used to study aspects of Tampa’s worlding strategies.
Participant Observation
Recording visual sociologies and geographies were supplemented by participant
observation across the research sites identified earlier. The first method involved extended site
visits and naturalistic observations of the material environment where spatial transformations were
occurring; the second involved observing and participating in the daily activities of those locations
(Mack et al. 2005). For example, one of the locations visited for the study was Sparkman Wharf
in the Channel District. In conducting naturalistic observations, the researcher passively viewed
social activities within the location without participating, for example, by observing people sitting
at dining locations and the open greenspace areas of Sparkman Wharf. This phase was followed
by participant observation, which involved playing lawn games which are provided on the grounds
of the recreational area; and purchasing food and drinks from the retail options while socializing
with other visitors and consumers. This was done to understand the “aesthetics of engagement”
(Lindner and Sandoval 2021, p. 17) within these “spaces of desire and seduction” (ibid., p.15). The
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participant observation conducted for this study was combined with conducting visual methods,
such as taking pictures of the study area while engaging within it.
Document Analysis and Secondary Sources
This study also employed secondary data analysis in order to contextualize the
developments of downtown Tampa. The researcher analyzed various master planning documents
as well as various newspaper articles which were relevant to the history of downtown Tampa’s
(re)development. The secondary sources were identified using keyword searches on Google of
relevant neighborhoods adjacent to downtown Tampa. The same technique was used to collect
secondary about the various public and private stakeholders whom the researcher deemed central
to understanding the Water Street Tampa project. Research shows that secondary data increases
the quality of the knowledge gained for empirical research (Johnston 2017). Secondary data
sources of good quality usually allowresearchers access to larger sources of information that often
increases the validity of their findings (ibid.) The document analysis conducted for this study
included city government documents which contained extensive information about the study area.
Online Survey
Originally, the intention was to conduct even more random interviews with members of
the public at various gentrified locations to learn about both residents’ and visitors’ perceptions
and experiences of downtown Tampa. However, due to the coronavirus pandemic, this plan was
switched to conducting in-person interviews, but these were limited for public safety reasons.
Instead, the online survey platform Qualtrics was used to expand the sample population. The
intended sample for the online survey was to reach as many current and former residents of the
Tampa Bay area as possible. This method yielded responses from more people than would have
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been possible otherwise. All survey responses were anonymized and in total, 235 survey responses
were received.
The survey consisted of a total of 14 questions in multiple formats. Some were multiple
choice questions intended for the purposes of self-identifying information, such as disclosing how
long respondents had lived in the City of Tampa, or the Tampa Bay city-region. Respondents had
the opportunity to identify whether they currently live in the city-region, or are former residents of
the city-region. They also had the opportunity to disclose their residential status within the city,
i.e., whether current or former. Other multiple-choice questions offered multiple answers based on
respondents’ experiences in downtown Tampa. Lastly, some questions were open ended to allow
respondents to fully express their thoughts. It should be noted that among the 14 questions,
respondents were presented with specific follow-up questions based on their responses to previous
questions. For example, survey questions diverged, based a respondent’s answer to whether they
had ever visited downtown Tampa. If the answer was ‘No,’ then the respondent was asked why
they didn’t visit certain areas, and what their impressions of these areas were based on mainstream
news, social media, or other outlets.
Regardless of the questions a respondent answered, all questions were required for survey
results to be used for comparative analysis. Incomplete surveys were discarded to maintain the
integrity and accuracy of the final analysis. The survey was disseminated through several virtual
methods, including social media outreach to work colleagues who frequent downtown and
university students who are known to frequent downtown Tampa. A link to study survey was also
posted on the researcher’s various social media accounts such as Facebook and Instagram. A key
goal of the survey was to gather as many randomized responses as possible from members of the
public to reduce biases and personal affiliations, even if the survey was anonymous. To reduce the
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potential for bias even further, the author joined an interest group on Facebook called “Things to
do in Tampa” to reach the largest possible number of random people visiting downtown Tampa’s
various revitalized projects.
As with other research methods, online survey methods have advantages and
disadvantages. Some of the advantages include offering more design options, such as rendering
the survey form to be more graphically appealing for the user. Online surveys also allow for
collecting more responses if quantity is an important element of the study (Andrews et al. 2003).
Furthermore, online surveys can provide more anonymity than other methods of research (ibid.)
although the fact of anonymity can be considered a concern.
While anonymity can be advantageous because it encourages more honest responses, one
factor to consider is the possibility of falsified information (Andrews ibid.). This is an issue that
bedevils all surveys, including the Census. Some researchers are of the mind that anonymity is
important to response rates, while others state that a lack thereof will not necessarily impact survey
response rates (ibid.). However, for the purposes of this study, personal and/or sensitive
information was not a necessity because the survey focused on collecting subjective and qualitative
opinions from respondents.
While surveys using social media platforms can aid in reaching a large pool of randomized
members of the public, they do have limitations in terms of targeting and anticipating the audience
that needs to be reached. As stated by Fang et al (2014, p. 336): “it is difficult if not impossible to
acquire a representative sample of the general population by employing a social media survey
design.” However, a benefit of online surveys is that they can expand the geographical scale and
sociological scope of research. It was necessary for this study to expand the sample population
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beyond Tampa’s city limits, because approximately 84 percent of the city-region’s population
reside in the surrounding suburban bedroom communities (ULI Tampa Bay 2019, p. 10).
Analytical Techniques
The gathered data was used to support key arguments and to answer the central research
question and sub-questions. Since the semi-structured interviews with the identified public and
private stakeholders were recorded on Microsoft Teams, there was opportunity to revisit the
interviews in full. Each interview was reviewed in its entirety and then transcribed by the
researcher Once the interviews were rendered into a written format, they were carefully analyzed
for common trends and themes among the responses of the public and private stakeholders. In
particular, the interview transcripts were searched for aesthetic references and descriptions of
downtown Tampa, as defined in the theoretical chapter of this study. Furthermore, the interview
transcripts were also evaluated to determine if there were any discursive commonalities with other
official city documents, notably the master planning documents, which served as the historical
framework for the (re)development of downtown Tampa.
As for the semi-structured interviews that were conducted with members of the general
public, the interviews were not recorded virtually because they were conducted in person.
However, extensive notes were taken during the interviews, which were then transformed into
extended transcripts after the interviews for further analysis. As with the interviews conducted
with public and private stakeholders, these transcripts were then evaluated for evidence of
repetitive aesthetic themes. These interview transcripts were also coded the mention of any specific
socioeconomic impacts due to downtown (re)development.
The participant observation and visual methods were used in tandem for this study. In the
case of the former, visitors’ everyday experiences were recorded and supplemented by visual
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documentation of various objects and spaces that symbolized Tampa’s “worlding” (Ong and Roy
2011) strategies within the study area. The on-site naturalistic observations, including participant
observation, were analyzed to understand both the developers’ examples of “iconic” (Sklair 2017)
projects and how visitors and residents consumed the new spaces of Water Street Tampa.
The results of the online survey were analyzed using the Qualtrics analytical tools. These
involved downloading all the survey responses, creating bar graphs, and summaries of responses
to open-ended questions in the form of a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet. For the open-ended question
which required respondents to describe downtown Tampa in three words or short phrases, Tag
Cloud was used to generate a word cloud to visualize the frequency and commonality of specific
words and phrases. The combination of the word cloud with interview data allowed for the
responses of public and private stakeholders and members of the general public to be searched for
patterns and themes among the various perceptions and experiences of downtown Tampa, and of
Water Street in particular.
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Chapter Four:
Historical Analysis of Downtown Tampa’s Redevelopment
Tampa Riverwalk Master Plan
The development of downtown Tampa largely revolves around its waterfront areas,
namely, the Tampa Riverwalk; and in the case of Water Street, the development revolves largely
around physical and visual access to the Garrison Channel. However, it is important to first
establish the historical context for the transformation of downtown Tampa, especially the Tampa
Riverwalk, as it is the center and catalyst for subsequent redevelopment projects, including Water
Street. This study focused on developments spanning the last 20 years, but the primary data for the
study is limited to the last 10 years, starting with the launch of InVision Tampa which will be
discussed in the next chapter.
Hillsborough County, which is the home county for the City of Tampa, experienced
significant growth in its suburban areas in the 1970s. The mayoral administration of Dick Greco
(1967-1974) appointed a Downtown Development Committee, which recruited and tasked private
businesses to formulate plans for downtown redevelopment (Kerstein 2001). Under the succeeding
administration with William F. Poe (1974-1979), a Downtown Development Authority (DDA)
was established, which largely focused on improving the marketability of downtown Tampa
(Kerstein ibid.).
Thus began Tampa’s infatuation with aesthetics as an urban renewal strategy. Kerstein
(ibid., p. 176) writes: “Tampa’s governing coalition viewed the downtown projects as key efforts
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toward bolstering Tampa’s image.” Notable gateway projects at the time included the expansion
and modernization of Tampa International airport and Tampa's football stadium, then known as
the Tampa Stadium (ibid.). These early projects are consistent with theories of inter-referencing
(Ong and Roy 2011) and “rule by aesthetics” (Ghertner 2010) such that cities are actively
replicating desirable icons of ‘global city’ amenities – convention facilities, sports stadiums,
shopping malls, and airports – as symbols of competitive and creative urbanism (Ong and Roy
2011). In his study, Ghertner (2010) mentioned a New Delhi city commissioner who perceived
world-class cities as places endowed with high-quality sports facilities and a clean and beautified
environment.
While the intention during the 1970s was to create a pedestrian walkway along the
Hillsborough riverfront, the envisaged downtown revitalization never materialized due to lack of
focus and funding (Hoppe 2008). Under the mayoral tenure of Pam Iorio (2003-2011), downtown
revitalization reemerged through the development of the “Tampa Riverwalk Master Plan” (2006).
The overriding goal of this plan was to establish the Riverwalk as the focal point of downtown
redevelopment by “adding public amenities, art, interpretive elements, shops and restaurants”
(Hoppe 2008). An international planning consultancy firm, EDAW, was hired for this
redevelopment and rebranding project (ibid.). The enlistment of private consultants and developers
can be considered harbinger of both “fast policy” (Peck and Theodore 2015) and “interreferencing” (Ong and Roy 2011) mentioned in earlier chapters.
As riverfront redevelopment re-emerged under Mayor Iorio, new funding sources were
tapped for the $40 million project. Forty percent of the Riverwalk was funded through the City of
Tampa through local gas taxes, while the remainder of the funding came “from private
corporations and gifts” (Danielson 2016). The perceived generosity of private actors created
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favorable conditions for speculative investment by fractions of the TCC in downtown
redevelopment and accelerated the subsequent gentrification of downtown Tampa. The creation
of the Riverwalk Master Plan marked the beginning of successive redevelopment projects in
downtown Tampa and ultimately paved the ground for the multi-billion-dollar megaredevelopment project known as “Water Street Tampa.”
The creation of the Tampa Riverwalk was an undertaking that was the first of its kind for
the City of Tampa. Before it, most efforts to redevelop downtown Tampa were ornamental. While
the impetus behind the redevelopment of downtown Tampa is legitimized as “making
connections” and providing “important link[s]” (Hoppe 2018) for residents and pedestrians, the
most important goal was to unlock rapid gentrification of downtown by appealing to aestheticized
ways of traversing and consuming the city’s waterfront. This is how Mary Kelley Hoppe (2008),
a local environmental activist, described this meretricious aesthetic:
“But the Riverwalk is poised to make its grandest gesture just south of the Curtis Hixon
Park, where it will arc out over the water as a floating element that passes beneath the
Kennedy Boulevard Bridge before returning to the land. In front of the seawall, underwater
artificial reefs backlit with LED lights will provide habitat for small fish. Solar

panels

mounted in canopies along the Riverwalk will power the lights and projects flashing images
across a wall buttressing Kiley Park. Visitors walking beneath the Kennedy Bridge will be
treated to live video feeds from the Florida Aquarium.”
The above description is an example of the attempt to create highly aestheticized.
consumer-oriented psychosomatic experiences which are emblematic of Ghertner’s (2010) “rule
by aesthetics.” In this regard, a major element of the Riverwalk project is the conspicuous
simulation of seductive visual experiences which immerse residents and tourists in the aspirational
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journey of experiencing a leading waterfront world-class city. In support of this early “worlding”
(Ong and Roy 2011) strategy, Lee Hoffman, the then-City Riverwalk Director, argued that: “We
[read: Tampa] need to capitalize on one of our best assets... and that’s the waterfront” (cited in
Hoppe 2008).
As will be discussed later in the study, the extensive capitalization of the downtown
riverfront revolves largely around creating programming that is controlled by elite organizations
such as the Downtown Tampa Partnership. Hoffman also stated, “It’s programming that really
makes this come alive” and is identified as having worked with downtown groups to “ensure a
steady lineup of festivals, concerts and activities” (cited in Hoppe 2008).
The creation and expansion of elaborate pedestrian and visitor experiences on the Tampa
Riverwalk were the culmination of a decades-long effort to transform a decrepit postindustrial
waterfront, or what former mayor Bob Buckhorn called a “dump” (cited in McKenna 2022), into
a chic, vibrant, and aesthetic enclave revolving around flashy design elements, pseudo-public parks
and seductive lighting, a general aura of exclusivity, and restricted mobility. With respect to
mobility and exclusivity, it is worth noting that the recapitalization (read: gentrification) of the
waterfront happened amidst Mayor Iorio’s “war on crime” (Muellner 2007) which
overwhelmingly targeted poor communities of class and color.
Reducing crime and ‘cleaning up’ near-downtown neighborhoods became a precondition
for rationalizing downtown urban spaces for corporate development, conspicuous consumption,
leisure and aesthetics while alienating the poor and homeless as dangerous. Thus, increasingly,
“the ‘bourgeois gaze’ identifie[d] the poor as ‘disfiguring the landscape’ creating a paradigm of
the ‘encroacher’” (Baviskar 2003, p. 95-96). Consequently, Iorio’s war on crime was coterminous
with ‘cleaning up’ undesirable near-downtown neighborhoods to make downtown safe for private
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capital and real estate investment. “A lot of real estate developers have seen the Riverwalk as a
tremendous asset. I would say it was a deciding factor,” is how Tampa’s former economic
opportunity administrator, Bob McDonaugh, put it (Kelley ibid.). The rapid construction of highrise residential buildings along the Riverwalk and the Channel District prepared the ground for the
Water Street Tampa mega-development project. Although this study only mentioned the efforts of
Mayor Iorio, it took “40 years and six mayors” to pave the way for the clearance of unwanted
social and physical elements from downtown and to finally reposition Tampa in order that for “the
first time the world, and even the people here, woke up and said, ‘wow’” (Buckhorn, cited in
McKenna, ibid.).
In this ongoing process of “worlding” (Ong and Roy 2011) Tampa by replicating arts,
leisure and entertainment spaces common in established global cities, the efforts of Iorio and her
successors created the economic and cultural conditions for increasingly meretricious, seductive
and exclusive urban spaces for consumption and leisure for the benefit of consumer-oriented
citizens and visitors. In the Tampa Riverwalk Master Plan (2006), it is stated:
”One of the major challenges is to then capture these potential Riverwalk users by
providing a compelling reason for them to use the Riverwalk to access adjacent
destinations, activities and uses. Hotels provide a user base of visitors who are naturally
inclined to explore the Riverwalk while office building occupants are drawn to the
Riverwalk during lunch time or after work. Perhaps the largest group of potential users is
nearby residents. The number of residents will dramatically increase as many planned
projects are completed.”
What is notable from this excerpt is the focus on increasing the influx of visitors and
residents through new commercial real estate developments, without any mention of improving
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the social welfare of poor residents in existing surrounding neighborhoods, such as Tampa Heights
and Ybor City. Figure 2 shows the neighborhoods and districts encircling downtown Tampa area,
with Tampa Heights on the northwestern edge of the map.

Figure 2: Neighborhoods and Districts of Downtown Tampa (By Tampa Riverwalk
Master Plan, 2006)
A Brief Overview of Downtown Tampa’s Vulnerable Neighborhoods
Before describing the impacts of downtown revitalization, is important to provide some
basic information on the most socioeconomically vulnerable neighborhoods in downtown Tampa,
specifically information of the Tampa Heights and West River Neighborhoods. Tampa Heights
was historically home to many of Tampa’s African American elites, but even then, they were
restricted in terms of where they could live, work and play (Kite-Powell 2022). Consequently, this
neighborhood was a majority-minority area for most of its history, including today with African
Americans making up 48 percent of the population of their neighborhood compared to White
residents who make up just 26 percent of the population (Niche 2022). The socioeconomic
vulnerability of the neighborhood is evidenced by its median annual household income of
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approximately $37,462 (Niche 2022) compared to median annual household income for the city
as a whole of $53,833.
While the demographic information for the West River neighborhood has not been updated
by the U.S. Census Bureau, the area is home to a high concentration of Tampa’s African American
Community (West River Plan 2014). Furthermore, the median household income of this
neighborhood is similar to that of Tampa Heights, at approximately $40,284. Notably, the West
River neighborhood was formerly the home of Tampa’s largest public housing development, the
North Boulevard Homes (ibid.), which symbolized the socioeconomicvulnerability of its now fully
displaced residents.
Until very recently, Tampa Heights was a neglected part of the downtown Tampa area,
despite its prominence as Tampa’s first wealthy residential hub from the late 1800s to early 1900s
(Kite-Powell 2022). Some abandoned homes were donated to social service providers because of
the dire need for charity services at the time. An unintended consequence of the abandonment of
Tampa Heights was the flight of white middle-class families who did not want to live near social
service facilities for minorities and the poor, leading to the neighborhood’s precipitous decline
(ibid.) and stigmatization as “slightly seedy, even rough” (Martin 2019). However, after the
revitalization of the riverfront which was discussed earlier, Tampa Heights has once again
recovered its historical prominence and is being touted as “the hottest real estate market in Tampa
Bay” with “[f]ew places in the Tampa Bay area...generating as much buzz as Tampa Heights”
(Martin ibid.). The neighborhood is now known for exclusive food and entertainment markets such
as Armature Works and luxury apartment complexes such The Pearl. The neighborhood’s new
“citizen-consumers” (Clarke et al. 2007) consists of “[y]oung professionals...from Chicago, New
York and even South Tampa. And crime is down” (ibid.).
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One of the most nefarious impacts resulting from the gentrification of downtown Tampa
and its surrounding neighborhoods is the rapid displacement of long-term poor and minority
residents who initially settled near-downtown neighborhoods such as Tampa Heights in the late
1800s, but who, in the eyes of neoliberal urbanism, are not considered model citizens. As this was
happening, Mayor Iorio and her successors, namely, Bob Buckhorn and Jane Castor, prioritized
cracking down on crime and ‘cleaning up’ the city. But, as Don Mitchell (1997, p. 305; 2003;
Smith 1996) argued in a related context, Tampa is implementing its “worlding” (Ong and Roy
211) agenda through eliminating neither homelessness nor joblessness, but rather through
criminalizing and eliminating homeless and jobless people, the majority of whom are poor
communities of class and color, who were considered incompatible with Tampa’s global citymaking aesthetics.
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Chapter Five:
Attempts at the “Iconic” - InVision Tampa and Water Street
InVision Tampa: A Seedbed for Gentrification
Mayor Iorio’s efforts to redevelop downtown’s Tampa were taken even further by her
successor, Mayor Bob Buckhorn. A common method used by city elites, including mayoral
administrations and both public and private urban planners, is to issue ‘master plans’ to legitimize
ever-more private investment and development. Thus, Buckhorn’s administration unveiled yet
another master plan – InVision Tampa (2012).
The City of Tampa worked with the Urban Land Institute (ULI) to create InVision Tampa
(2012). The ULI has been identified as a purveyor of “fast policy” practices in the City of Tampa.
As with the Tampa Riverfront Master Plan, the focus of InVision Tampa (2012) is the commercial
districts and residential neighborhoods in and around downtown Tampa. Tampa’s then-Urban
Planning Coordinator stated: “The plan should help address and make downtown Tampa the
people’s downtown, responding to the ideas and needs of the community” (Chamberlain 2012).
Part of InVision Tampa’s (2012) priorities included significant recapitalization of riverfront
properties through the creation of curated public spaces and pedestrian pathways.
One such example is the $35.5 million dollar investment in the redevelopment of Julian B.
Lane Riverfront Park which is located across the Hillsborough River from the iconic Straz Center
for the Performing Arts (Danielson 2016). Redeveloping the park was considered a key
revitalization node in InVision Tampa (2012). The redevelopment of this park followed similar
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postindustrial revitalization of three other downtown parks, namely, Curtis Hixon Waterfront,
Perry Harvey Sr. and Water Works Parks (Danielson 2016). However, despite the rhetoric of
creating a “people’s downtown” (Chamberlain 2012), at the time of redevelopment, members of
the North Hyde Park Civic Association rejected the project on the grounds that the budget for the
park included $711,000 which was earmarked for creating green space in their neighborhood
instead (Danielson 2016).
“North Hyde Park” was included as a new neighborhood in InVision Tampa. It too was
historically a majority African American community where approximately 26 percent of the
residents lived below the poverty line (North Hyde Park 2021). Following the path of Tampa
Heights, North Hyde Park provides another example of the creative rebranding of minority
neighborhoods pursuant to gentrification and the exclusion of current poor residents of class and
color from the benefits of downtown redevelopment. The exclusion occurs specifically through
the diversion of hundreds of thousands of dollars in public funds to Tampa’s most iconic
commodity: its waterfront.
“What does the Thames, Seine, Tiber and Hillsborough rivers have in common?
Strollable riverbanks in the urban core. While some of these walkways date back
centuries, Tampa is just getting started around making the most of its riverfront.”
-

Linda Saul-Sena, former Tampa City Councilor (2016)

The comparison of the Hillsborough River to historic European waterbodies provides a
clear example of Tampa’s “worlding” (Ong and Roy 2011) strategy. Thus, certain Tampa city
councilors, the “art [and aesthetics] of being global” (Ong and Roy 2011) involved replicating the
ectoplasm of iconic cites like Paris that renowned for very specific architectural elements and
urban aesthetics. For example, creating arts and entertainment destinations along the Hillsborough
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River is meant to evoke the aesthetics and emulate the experience of the built environment
surrounding the River Seine in Paris, replete with its world-renowned museums such as the Louvre
and the Musée d’Orsay located along the river. The location of the Tampa Museum of Art and the
Straz Center for the Performing Arts, Tampa clearly seeks to replicate this iconic urban blueprint.
Another example of a conspicuously derivative “worlding” (Ong and Roy 2011) strategy is the
reproduction of building designs and downtown skylines which are immediately recognizable. In
this regard, a clear example of a city inter-referencing the iconography of a world-renowned
skyline is the Rivergate Tower, or what is colloquially referred to as the “Beer Can,” that is located
along the downtown riverfront. This building is broadly reminiscent of London’s iconic 30 St.
Mary Axe on the Thames, which is colloquially referred to as “The Gherkin.” Therefore, this
cylindrically shaped high-rise corporate tower is a visual echo of global city aesthetics.

Figure 3: “Beer Can” building (right)

Figure 4: “The Gherkin” in London

(By Nousheen Rahman, 2017)

(By Alex Tai, 2020)
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Another “iconic” (Sklair 2017) element of a city’s worldliness is the presence of major
sports arena or stadia (Loftman and Spirou 1996). Here again, Tampa is justifying its global
aspirations by referencing Amalie Arena, which is home to the Tampa Bay Lightning Hockey team
(Cridlin 2021). Jeff Vinik acquired the Tampa Bay Lightning in 2010 and in the minds of many
the fortunes of the city and the team have become synonymous. This is how the Tampa Bay Times
described this virtuous marriage:
“Between the Buccaneers’ and Lightning’s first championships in 2003 and 2004 and their
stunning title runs of 2020 and 2021, Tampa has become a city transformed. It’s a
regionwide thing, really, with downtown St. Petersburg also sprouting up alongside the
American League champion Rays and USL Championship conference champion Rowdies.
But the change is particularly evident in downtown Tampa, home to rising towers, luxury
hotels, museums and sparkling parks – almost none of which existed way back

when.

How much credit sports should get for that is debatable. But it’s not nothing. Jeff Vinik’s
purchase of the Lightning in 2010 was the first step towards his $3.5 billion Water Street
Tampa development around Amalie Arena. The Bolt’s and Buccaneers’ championship boat
parades drew viral international attention to the city’s Riverwalk, a popular community
asset years in the making. Tampa Bay’s epic 18-month run has pushed this remade region
into the zeitgeist like never before” (Cridlin 2021).
A Brief Introduction to Water Street Tampa
Vinik and Gates’s mega-development project, Tampa Water Street, comprises 56 acres of
development which is managed by Strategic Property Partners (SPP), a joint venture between Jeff
Vinik’s investment fund, and Cascade Investment, Bill Gates’s investment fund (Cridlin 2021).
According to SPP, the fully built-out mega project will consist of approximately 3,500 residential
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units; 2.2 million square feet of office space; two luxury hotels; one million square feet of retail,
arts; and various cultural uses, including a potential museum (Kritzer 2018). The financial
investments by a hedge fund billionaire like Vinik and the fourth richest man in the world appear
to have solidified Tampa Water Street as a bona fide example of an ‘icon project,’ in which private
investors seek to construct buildings and infrastructures that are easily recognizable, evocative,
and have the ability to become branding and marketing tools for economic development within a
globally competitive urban system (Sklair 2017), such as exemplified in the advertisement below:
“Introducing Water Street Tampa, the city’s new downtown. A dynamic waterfront district,
the neighborhood will enhance Tampa’s profile on the national stage, attracting
professionals, residents, and tourists to explore and enjoy” (Water Street Tampa, 2022).
It is clear, therefore, that Water Street Tampa has become the symbolic centerpiece of
Tampa’s “worlding” (Ong and Roy 2011) strategy. And as already noted, the administrations of
Mayors Iorio and Buckhorn played central catalyzing roles in downtown Tampa’s redevelopment
along the Hillsborough River. The ongoing development of Water Street Tampa represents the
next phase in the city’s ongoing transformation into a “contemporary ‘dreamworld’ of
consumption, property, and power” (Davis and Monk 2007, p. ix), which is accessible only to the
socio-economically privileged. The patrons of this project are surrounded by aesthetic metonyms
of privilege, including high-rise buildings which symbolize power and exclusivity.
Water Street Tampa is also a prime example of “rule by aesthetics” (Ghertner 2010) and
“fast policy” (Peck and Theodore 2015) which is dedicated to the ever-increasing circulation of
global wealth, images and consumption. While the commodification and privatization of the
downtown riverfront is being justified in the name of ‘the people,’ those who are making vast sums
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of money out of the city want the city to be easily recognizable for the purposes of investment,
commerce and tourism, with civic pride as a convenient afterthought.
Study Area Context: Sparkman Wharf
The “worlding” of Water Street Tampa is reinforced by its surrounding neighborhoods and
their intense connectivity to the historical urban core of downtown Tampa. Sparkman Wharf was
a perfect site to conduct interviews for this study. This brand new recreational and outdoor dining
area, which is also owned and developed by SPP, serves as the southern anchor for the company’s
ongoing Water Street Tampa project (Kritzer 2018). While it is not geographically contiguous to
Water Street Tampa, Sparkman Wharf is a central corridor to the overall transformation of
downtown. The area has gained widespread public and private attention because of its iconic
repurposing of old shipping containers which are simultaneously also actively marketed by city
tourism and economic development officials as the southern anchor of the Riverwalk - the city’s
own gentrification effort along the Hillsborough River. On the north end of downtown lies
Armature Works, which is an indoor/outdoor another food hall (Kite Powell 2018). Notably,
Armature Works, which was once the warehouse for the Tampa’s streetcars in the early 20th
century, is a good example of a revitalized deindustrialized landmark.

41

Chapter Six:
Public Perceptions of Downtown Tampa as an Emerging Icon
The “Urban Imaginary” of Downtown Tampa Demonstrated in Online Survey Results
The findings of the online survey of Tampa Bay Area residents and tourists are consistent
with literature reviewed for this study. The survey received 235 responses. One of the survey
questions asked downtown residents and visitors to describe the transformation of downtown
Tampa in three words or short phases. The following two word clouds (Figures 5 and 6) below
illustrates their responses.

Figure 5: Word Cloud Part 1 (By Qualtrics Survey Results, 2021)
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Figure 6: World Cloud Part 2 (Qualtrics Survey Results, 2021)
The size of the words in the word cloud indicates the frequency of people’s responses. The
words which appeared most frequently in people’s responses were the following (in alphabetical
order): beautiful; busy; clean; crowded; fun; parking; trendy; vibrant; walkable; and water. A
dominant trend in the responses is words with a clear association with aesthetics, especially with
words like ‘beautiful’, ‘clean’, ‘trendy’ and ‘vibrant.’
This trend dovetails rather neatly with the ‘Introduction + Overview’ section of InVision
Tampa (2012), which states:
“The Tampa Center City Plan is a master plan creating a vision of the 21st Century City
Center of Tampa, that recognizes its future as vibrant, livable and sustainable community
depends upon connecting its people, redefining its places and igniting progress” (InVision
Tampa 2012, p. 9).
Furthermore, the word ‘vibrant’ makes other appearances in the document:
“New business will be attracted if Downtown is a more vibrant cultural and living place”
(ibid., p. 30).
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“The Center City will be made up of vibrant, diverse, distinctive, sustainable, complete,
connected and safe neighborhoods which support multi-generational communities” (ibid.,
p. 47).
“Vibrant Center City neighborhoods will be connected to one another and to regional
destinations with multi-modal transit that is well-funded, frequent, dependable, user
friendly, and progressive” (ibid., p. 53).
Ghertner’s (2010) argument that visual concepts like ’vibrant’ create a particular global
“urban imaginary” (ibid.), which then acts as a mechanism of ”rule by aesthetics” (ibid.) in terms
of how residents and visitors expected a city to look and feel, seems applicable to downtown
Tampa. In the process of world-class city-making, city officials and private actors involved in the
creation of discursive master plans like InVision Tampa (2012) deliberately use terms and phrases
which produce somatic responses from residents. What is interesting is that InVision Tampa (2012)
did not once define what it meant by cultivating a ‘vibrant’ city. The meaning was simply assumed
and regurgitated endlessly by visitors and residents of downtown Tampa’s various gentrified
locations. ‘"Rule by aesthetics” (Ghertner 2010) certainly seems to be at play as many of the ideas
contained in planning documents such as InVision Tampa were taken at face value by the survey
respondents who focused on the visual images and imaginary of downtown Tampa.
Furthermore, a key discursive theme within planning documents like InVision Tampa
(2012) is that of ‘walkability,’ especially in an environment where residents are encouraged to
“live, work and play” (ibid.). However, the survey results provide an enlightening perspective in
this regard.
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Figure 7: Survey Question Responses- Residential Location
Figure 7 shows the responses to the first question of the survey, which asked respondents to choose
the option that described their residential status. Out of the 235 responses received, 80 respondents
indicated that they lived within the Tampa city limits; 35 indicated that they were former residents
of the City of Tampa or Tampa Bay Area; and 120 respondents indicated that they live in the
general Tampa Bay Area. The Tampa Bay Area generally includes Hillsborough, Pinellas, Pasco,
Polk, Citrus and Manatee counties.
Despite all the official rhetoric of about “walkability” and “live, work, play” in InVision
Tampa (2012), it is interesting to note that most of the survey respondents did not live within the
Tampa city limits. In other words, many of the survey respondents did not match one of the key
goals of downtown’s gentrification, namely, they did not live in the same place where they work
and/or play. This fact was confirmed by one of the more prominent words in both the survey and
word cloud which was “parking.” Many respondents lamented downtown Tampa’s subpar parking
as evidenced by the following responses: “difficult parking”, “horrific parking”, “parking is a
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hassle”, and “not enough parking,” to name a few prominent responses. In fact, downtown
Tampa’s problem of parking was referred to over 150 times in the survey results.
Despite the official “urban imaginary” (Ghertner 2010) of creating a walkable downtown
and riverfront for all, the survey results show that those who wished to patronize downtown Tampa
had to first drive there and second struggle to find parking before they could participate in a
‘walkable’ urban core and enjoy the cosmopolitan atmospherics of the city. However, the
stakeholder responsible for creating downtown Tampa’s “urban imaginary” (ibid.), replete with a
“strollable riverbank” (Saul Sena 2016) on par with Paris and London have failed consistently to
overcome this barrier to Tampa’s image as an easily accessible global cosmopolitan urban center.
The results of the survey show that there is clearly a strong desire to enjoy the city’s new
iconic buildings and infrastructure. Figure 8 shows the responses to the following survey question:
“What are the reasons you might visit downtown Tampa?” As the results show, ‘waterfront areas’
are the most common reason cited for visiting downtown, with 157 out 235 respondents choosing
this. The other options which come close to this are ‘Entertainment/Sports and ‘Bars/Restaurants,’
but it should be noted that many of these recreational opportunities are in close proximity to the
waterfront. As already mentioned, ‘ease of parking’ was chosen last, with only 14 out of the 235
respondents choosing this option.
Ironically, in order to directly experience the aesthetics of ‘walkability’ on downtown
Tampa’s riverfront, many people first had to drive which means that the area is socially restricted
to only specific groups, namely the economically privileged. For many others, the pleasures of a
transformed downtown Tampa cannot be experienced directly; it can only be simulated through
“urban imaginar[ies]” (Ghertner 2010) through the media.

46

Figure 8: Survey Question Responses- Reasons for Visiting Downtown
Nevertheless, despite the lack of parking, people – the majority of whom were neither downtown
residents, nor residents within city limits still ventured downtown to consume the city’s new
landscapes of consumption and symbols of global culture.
The “Urban Imaginary” Demonstrated in Interviews with the General Public
Evidence of this “urban imaginary” was not only apparent through the survey results, but
also through the anecdotes provided in interviews with members of the public. Respondents in the
survey associated terms like ‘vibrancy’ with notions and experiences of ‘eliteness’ in comparison
to adjacent commercial areas and residential neighborhoods that have yet to be transformed, and
the same was seen in interviews. For example, the study interviewed one young resident who lives
just a few minutes’ walk from Armature Works along the Riverwalk and who grew up in the area.
This young resident individual, who is in her teens, recalled that as a child she never went outside
to walk along her street as it was considered unsafe because of the lack of pedestrian connections
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like sidewalks. Now, she enjoys walking to Armature Works and feels safe doing so. “The area is
cleaned up and it’s so much more fun where I live now,” she said (Interview 2022). To be clear,
Armature Works abuts the Hillsborough River, and was formerly an industrial site where Tampa’s
streetcars were stored. The warehouse-like building has now been converted into an upscale food
hall with indoor and outdoor seating areas facing the river. Another couple living on Bayshore
Boulevard for the last 5 years. They recalled that when they moved to the downtown Tampa area,
there was a lack of activity and entertainment. However, with the advent of Vinik and Gates, they
enjoy taking short bike rides to entertainment destinations like Sparkman Wharf. They also
mentioned that they enjoyed the recreational facilities and cleanliness of the area. For context,
Bayshore Boulevard is a prominent roadway in South Tampa, facing the Hillsborough Bay, the
delta of the river. Some of the residents recalled downtown Tampa prior to its redevelopment and
seemed completely unaware that their experiences of places such as Armature Works and
Sparkman Wharf were not shared by everyone. In other words, they seemed unaware that these
venues are active sources of gentrification of the neighborhoods which they now inhabit.
This finding ties in with the highly touted ‘walkability’ of downtown’s new locations which
assumes that everyone can afford to enjoy if not live in nearby residential dwellings. This is clearly
not the case. The same young woman who lives a few minutes from Armature Works mentioned
that when her parents bought their house several years ago, it was valued at approximately
$330,000; now it is valued at $900,000. Even more notably, she seemed to ascribe the price of her
family home to the cleanliness and pedestrian accessibility of her street. She noted that her
neighbors a block away cannot afford the same amenities as her family, because their houses as
“rundown” and “impoverished” (Interview 2022). Even the couple living on Bayshore who were
interviewed at Sparkman Wharf did not seem to understand the impact of downtown
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redevelopment despite their own displacement. Apparently, in 2019, they were informed that they
had a year and a half to find a new residence, because the condominium they lived in was being
demolished to make way for new luxury condos. They even admitted that as much as they liked
the downtown Tampa area, they struggled to find a new residence in the same area they could
afford.
Despite these difficulties, most residents and visitors surveyed and interviewed described
downtown Tampa as ‘vibrant’ and ‘clean’ due to the aesthetics virtues of the area and the growing
inflow of capital investment in commercial and residential developments. In a context of relentless
urban marketing, corporate publicity, and place image-making, the transformative rhetoric of
InVision (2012), especially the constant talk about innovating and creating ‘opportunities’ for
vibrant new amenities and green facilities and services in in downtown Tampa seems to be bearing
fruit. The residents and visitors surveyed and interviewed seem to be echoing what they have been
told by the business media, tourism officials, and a host of public and private actors, which is that
their perceptions and experiences of downtown Tampa are exactly what ‘liv[ing], work[ing], and
play[ing]’ in a ‘vibrant’, world-class city should feel like. In reality, under the banner of
‘walkability,’ ‘sustainability,’ among many other progressive sounding terms, the spaces of
downtown Tampa are being filled with exclusionary amenities and services, whose main function
is to attract ever greater volumes of investment capital in the form of high-end real estate into the
downtown Tampa and to restrict who can afford to ‘live, work and play’ there.
Reinforcing Aesthetic Elitism
The politics of who can afford to live in downtown, in other words, the politics of
commercial and residential gentrification, are also being reinforced by the actions of elite
organizations such as the Downtown Tampa Partnership (hereafter the ‘Partnership’). In an
interview, a staff member at the Partnership, described the organization’s role as follows:
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“Tampa Downtown Partnership is a private, not-for profit 501(c)(6) that foster’s Tampa’s
vibrant and diverse multi-use neighborhoods and plays a role in creating a 24-hour urban
center where people can learn, live, work, and play... Together, we strive to improve the
collective Downtown community, to be an active conduit of information and resources and
to promote a shared vision for Tampa’s Downtown” (Interview 2021).
The term ’vibrant’ is repeated endlessly, and is, therefore, hardly a surprise that it is featured
prominently in residents and visitors’ assessments of the area. The abovementioned staff member
also repeatedly mentioned its role in promoting a “shared vision” for downtown Tampa. This is
how this the staff member described this shared vision:
“It’s to promote the live, work, play 24-hour environment. We want everyone to feel
welcome and feel there is something for them in downtown Tampa no matter who they
are – a student, a worker or just traveling through” (Interview 2021).
The staff member further that the organization’s role in enlivening public space. When
asked what the Partnership considered to be ‘public space,’ this was the answer:
“Anything that is not owned or leasable space. From the moment you walk out of a door
to another door, that’s all public space. City of Tampa parks, vacant lots, sidewalks – that's
all the public realm. Anything outside. I think the efforts on the public space front are some
of the biggest strides our organization takes. Not just from a relevancy perspective, but also
for the growth that downtown Tampa has seen over the years. The placemaking efforts that
have taken place around Curtis Hixon have worked to make downtown Tampa an event
central location” (ibid. 2021).
A reasonable inference from this response is that the Partnership sees its role as displaying
and increasing the value (i.e., commodifying) of public space. The organization actively sponsors
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public gatherings such as music and cultural festivals, and daily activities like yoga to create a
perception that these are spontaneous activities driven by people’s pent-up demand for urban
living. Thus, the discourse that the “shared vision” of downtown Tampa is driven by the growing
presence of owners and renters who are fueling downtown renewal serves to mask the bourgeois
makeup of the participants in these public events and the corporate forces shaping and curating the
aesthetics of the area’s gentrification.
While master plans like InVision (2012) prepared the ground for public and private
investments, entities like the Partnership reinforce the status quo of surrounding developments by
monopolizing public space, luring the middle classes into formerly vacant urban spaces, and
potentially raising the profile (and real estate value) of downtown under the banner of a “shared
vision,” “live, work and play” and “making everyone feel welcome no matter who they are”
(Interview 2021). A service which is used an ideological tool in this regard is the “Partnership
Guides,” who are individuals who serve as on-street ambassadors (Interview 2021). Tasked with
providing a “safe and inviting Downtown environment,” the Guides are also responsible for
“deter[ring] suspicious activity” (ibid.), the likes of which are not elaborated upon. Here, based on
the gentrification literature, it is reasonable to argue that being alert to ‘suspicious activity’
involves disciplining public areas of the city that were previously stigmatized (Mitchell 1997;
2003).
Wearing distinctive yellow shirts, the purpose of the Guides is to serve as social and
aesthetic ‘police’ over public spaces which have not yet been privatized, but which are considered
seedbeds for future gentrification. With their jurisdiction limited to downtown Tampa, the
Partnership boasts about its accessibility to the public and creating a ‘welcoming’ atmosphere
across downtown. However, it is widely assumed that to access the Partnership’s services,
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individuals and communities must enjoy certain socioeconomic privileges as evidenced by the
growth in paid public events in downtown Tampa.
Elaborating on the role of the Guides, the Partnership staff member stated that: “They relate
to everyone across the board...it goes all the way down to the transient population and our homeless
liaison that works Downtown” (Interview 2021). The Partnership’s homeless liaison sets themself
apart by wearing a different colored shirt (other than yellow) from the rest of the Guides, to signify
to downtown’s homeless population that they perform a different role to social policing. The
liaison’s responsibility, as explained by the Partnership staff, is to ask the homeless and transient
population if they need help and to connect them to resources.
The Partnership’s seemingly benevolent mode of managing public space was exposed as a
charade in February 2021 when the City of Tampa hosted the 55th Superbowl, with Curtis Hixon
Waterfront and Julian B. Lane Riverfront Parks serving as focal points for the accompanying
festivities. As a result, the homeless population who station themselves at the park were displaced
(Dawson 2021). This drew the attention of various news outlets, with one Tampa Bay Times article
reporting, “Few if any homeless people sleep in the venues where Tampa is throwing its downtown
parties. No contribution was made here for any temporary shelter” (Dawson 2021).
The Partnership staff member was interviewed in the wake of the Superbowl and asked to
comment on the treatment of homeless people who were simply exercising their right to use and
occupy public space. Staff member responded:
“We saw that article and had differing opinions on what happened. There was a handful of
homeless individuals that were displaced for the Super Bowl. The Super Bowl only shut
down one major park space where we have a major population. Those individuals were
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displaced. But, there wasn’t any extra effort to pushing the population out from where they
were” (Interview 2021).
The Partnership’s nonchalant response to the treatment of the homeless population in light
of an event of national if not global significance highlights its true priorities. While Partnership
staff stated that there was not any extra effort mounted to force the population out of public parks,
the organization did not offer resources to create temporary shelters for them either. Despite the
designation of a homeless liaison, when Tampa was under the national and global spotlight, the
Partnership’s rhetoric of providing a “safe and inviting downtown environment” (Interview 2021)
disappeared, because these people were antithetical to the aesthetic image of a revitalized
downtown. In other words, the “‘sight’ and ‘scene’ of homelessness” (Gerrard and Farrugia 2015,
p. 2219) during a sporting mega-event such as the Super Bowl was “‘out of joint’ in relation to the
spatial and aesthetic logic of capital and commodity consumption and performance.” This entire
saga was illustrative of “rule by aesthetics” as explained by Ghertner (2010). Downtown Tampa’s
homeless population were considered a “lamentable sight” (Gerrard and Farrugia 2015, p. 2219)
and a visual hindrance to the city’s “worlding” (Ong and Roy 2011) strategy
Mechanisms of “Worlding” and “Fast Policy” in Water Street
In its redevelopment efforts, Tampa is continuously striving to be recognized at a national
and global scale through its downtown, using existing global landmarks as comparison and
inspiration. The Urban Land Institute (ULI) is a key player in not only helping the city achieve
those aspirations, but it is also responsible for setting the standard to achieve. The interviewed ULI
Tampa staff member stated:
“City of Tampa brought in ULI a number of years ago to examine a number of issues –
how do we take downtown to the next level? Way back when they said to be a world-class
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city, you need a downtown hotel, and Tampa is lacking that. And now, a lot of that is
coming into fruition with the Water Street Project” (Interview 2021).
ULI openly acknowledged its role in formulating Tampa’s “worlding” strategy (Ong and
Roy 2011), including the material and aesthetic standards of what supposedly constitutes a worldclass city. The statement by ULI echoes Ong and Roy’s (2011) argument that the “idiom of interreferencing pits cities in relation to one another, by invoking desirable icons of ‘world class’
amenities – upscale hotels, shopping malls, entertainment and convention facilities, symphonies,
opera houses, international enclaves, and airports – as symbols of desirable urban attributes” (ibid.,
p. 18). The ULI statement is also an example of “fast policy” (Peck and Theodore 2015)
perpetuated by private urban consultancies that specialize in abstracting, homogenizing and
migrating highly standardized neoliberal policy fixes to different cities experiencing urban
economic crises. In terms of luxury hotels, the following are considered worldly and iconic
structures: The Plaza Hotel in New York City and the Burj Al-Arab in Dubai, UAE, to name a
few. While Tampa’s “27-story, $200 million-plus" (Cridlin 2020) J.W. Marriott Hotel does not
rise to the level of these global landmarks, “fast policy” (Peck and Theodore 2015) private
consultancies like ULI continue to normalize the idea that ‘world-class’ cities require “iconic”
(Sklair 2017) buildings and infrastructures, including luxury hotels, to earn the favor with the
global investor classes and wealthy tourists.
The J.W. Marriott Hotel, pictured below in Figure 9, is located on Water Street, and marked
the first phase of vertical construction in this $3.5 billion mega-development project (Kritzer
2018). It is notable that Strategic Property Partners (SPP) prioritized the construction of this ultraluxury hotel before tackling other residential and commercial developments. Based on the
recommendations of neoliberal fast policy consultancies like ULI, the existence of “the city’s
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[Tampa’s] first true five-star luxury hotel...cemented a more leisure-focused future for the
burgeoning corridor [Water Street Tampa] brimming with luxury condominiums” (Ward 2021)
sends a powerful message to the global investor and leisure classes that Water Street is a worldclass development capable of competing with the very best in the world. As Christopher Adkins,
the J.W. Marriott’s director of sales and marketing stated: “It [the hotel] moves us into another
league in the business world” (cited in Cridlin 2020).

Figure 9: J.W. Marriott on Water Street (By Nousheen Rahman, 2022)
During interviews with Partnership staff, there was an interesting divergence of opinion
regarding the city’s role in sanitizing blighted buildings next to private developments like J.W.
Marriott. While one staff member insisted that the Partnership is responsible for maintaining good
order in the downtown district, another staff member disagreed, arguing that city authorities were
shirking their responsibilities for either beautifying or revitalizing public infrastructures adjacent
to redevelopment projects such as J.W. Marriott. This is how the Partnership’s dissenting staff put
it, revealing the organization’s corporate bias:
“On our executive board, we have a SPP legal team member. Everything that we are
looking to do as an organization ties Water Street into that conversation […] The JW [is
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adjacent to] the city parking garage [and] is one of the largest investments in downtown in
a very long time. There is a hard line between the hotel and the parking garage. The parking
garage looks like the trashy dirty neighbor that could care less. Dead landscaping, stuff
knocked over. That’s where I think we can play the best role in Water Street. I was
saddened I hadn’t noticed this, but to have the City of Tampa not respect the biggest
investment in downtown in decades, to have such a distinction between two properties
during Super Bowl, how could that happen” (Interview 2021)?
In Chapter Two, SPP was defined as a local expression of the TCC that drives global circuits of
fast policy transfer and exclusive investment. Finding that an SPP legal team member serves on
the board of the Partnership reinforces this view. The fact that the Partnership functions as a nonprofit organization does not diminish the fact that it is ultimately an important mechanism in the
arsenal of urban elites in consort with global capital to gentrify deindustrialized cities. Interviews
with Partnership staff not only emphasizes SPP’s role as the TCC within Tampa, but also
substantiates the J.W. Marriott as an example of an ‘iconic’ structure, within the ‘icon project’
(Sklair 2017) that is Water Street.
There is a clear aesthetic difference between a “trashy dirty” parking garage and a luxury
hotel, including their respective heights and exterior appearances, as shown in Figure 10. The hotel
is vibrant and radiant in a literal sense with its glossy exterior, compared to the parking garage.
However, the locational juxtaposition of these two structures, one iconic, the other banal, also
serves as a metaphorical example of the aesthetics of gentrification and perceptions of worldclassness. The luxurious aesthetics of the hotel evoke the ‘look’ and ‘feel’ of a world-class
building. It is reasonable to expect that moving forward, any (infra)structures in or near Water
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Street Tampa with aesthetic standards that deviate from those of SPP will be blocked by city elites
who are part of the global policy circuits and investment classes.

Figure 10: Pam Iorio Parking Garage (left), J.W. Marriott (right)
(By Nousheen Rahman, 2022)
Throughout downtown Tampa’s recent and ongoing redevelopment, there are countless
examples of “elite dreaming” (Ong and Roy 2011) by the purveyors of fast policy, including
private consultancies like ULI, corporate growth coalitions like the Partnership, globalizing
politicians and bureaucrats like Iorio and Buckhorn, corporate executives like Vinik and Gates,
and development professionals like Nozar. Whereas “elite dreaming” (Ong and Roy 2011) initially
prioritized riverfront gentrification in the form of the Riverwalk, it has now shifted decisively to
the production of an “elite gentrified neighborhood” and “new build enclave” (Bridge 2007, p. 34)
in the form of Water Street, and thus taken to the “next level” as stated by ULI representatives
(Interview 2021).
Initially, a goal within this study was to explain ULI’s involvement in Water Street Tampa,
especially because of its prominence as a fast policy urban development think tank. The initial
expectation

was

that

ULI’s

information-sharing
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capabilities

contributed

to

SPP’s

conceptualization of Water Street. However, interviews with ULI staff revealed the opposite to be
the case, as evidenced by the following statement by one of ULI’s staff members: “Instead of ULI
being involved in Water Street, Water Street is involved in the ULI. Water Street is our top sponsor
at the ULI” (Interview 2021). This finding is similar to SPP’s involvement with the Partnership’s
board, namely, SPP is using both the Partnership and ULI for its own private business ventures
such as its exclusive new-build gentrification development in downtown Tampa.
This is how ULI described its symbiotic relationship with corporate urban developers like
SPP:
“So they sponsor our work. A lot of [SPP’s] employees are members at the ULI and we
think of ULI as a force of best practices for development. A lot of [SPP staff] came from
Washington, D.C. and are involved in national ULI activities and were involved in our
chapter there. I would say exchange of information with Water Street is our role, but
there isn’t a formal ULI team at work on any of their planning. They support our work as
a non- profit that is a thought leader in development and they subscribe to some of the
development principles that we highlight as best practice” (Interview 2021).
SPP’s relationship with ULI is a clear example of the role of “fast policy” (Peck and
Theodore 2015) operating in downtown Tampa’s efforts not to be “lagging behind many of its peer
cities in terms of new downtown office, retail, hotel and residential offerings,” in the words of
James Nozar, former CEO of SPP (citied in Martinez 2018). As one fraction of the TCC, real estate
development and corporate planning professionals such as Nozar migrate across the U.S.,
reproducing comparable and familiar residential and commercial spaces of global cities and the
transnational class, the dynamics of “worlding” cities come into full view. Partly because of the
corporate expertise of globalizing professionals like Nozar, Tampa, which Salon magazine
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famously described as “America’s hottest mess” (Doig 2012), is now being touted as a “benchmark
city of the future” (Martinez 2018).
In promoting Water Street as the “new downtown,” “another downtown Tampa”
(Montgomery 2021), or as Jeff Vinik himself clarified: “We’re not building an entertainment
district. We’re not building an arena district. We’re building half a city...a vibrant, walkable urban
district” (cited in Kelley 2020), the City of Tampa is experiencing a transformative shift in terms
of which everything, including the Riverwalk, is redefined as the ‘old downtown.’ Through this
shift, Tampa is not only being repositioned as a “world conjuring project” (Ong and Roy 2011, p.
1) in competition with other cities seeking the global and national spotlight, but it is also a city that
seems to be in competition with itself.
Through its adoption of “fast policy” (Peck and Theodore 2015) organizational and
informational network organizations like ULI, Tampa seems to be shedding its reputation of as a
‘laggard’ city, and instead gaining a reputation as a benchmark city by the ULI. The city is instead
being promoted as a comparative site of urban “projects and practices that instantiate some vision
of the world in formation” (Ong and Roy 2011, p. 11).
The “Best Practices” of Water Street
Key elements which are prominently advertised within Water Street Tampa are: wellness,
walkability, sustainability, technology and connectivity (Water Street Tampa 2022). These terms
serve as seductive allusions for consumers and help to create aesthetic images of what one should
imagine a world-class city to be. In its “About” page for Water Street Tampa, SPP states:
“Sitting amid a coastal city bursting with life, culture and natural beauty, Water Street
Tampa is an entirely new kind of urban community, embodying an entirely unique urban
energy” (Water Street Tampa, 2022).
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SPP relies heavily on aesthetic rhetoric in its marketing of the project as part of an elaborate
attempt to create visual and offer symbolic allusions to what consumers regard as essential features
of world-class cities. One of the “worlding” (Ong and Roy 2011) devices used by SPP in Water
Street is that of exclusivity. However, it is ironic that while it aspires to exclusivity, the
multibillion-dollar project continues to insist on the putative public nature of the project. For
example, a SPP staff member stated:
“The Riverwalk has been a big success for the City of Tampa and we’ve started to work
on ways to tie that in. The Expressway Authorities and Meridian Greenway have been
part of this. We’re hoping that the physical connections will allow people to enjoy the
project. It’s not just intended to be a dining destination, we have lots of public seating to
enjoy active street life. You could come down and sit on the bench and watch urban life
go by. There wasn’t a good space to do that like in other cities” (Interview 2021).
Firstly, it is important to note that the City of Tampa has invested millions of dollars into
revitalizing its riverfront and creating consolidated downtown green space and urban parks to
simulate the ‘experience of urban life’ The corporate developers of Water Street insist that too they
are bringing the same urban experience to Tampa for the first time. Hence their insistence Water
Street will serve as the ‘new downtown’ for residents and visitors alike.
To evaluate this claim, ethnographic research involving site-specific observations and
interviews (see Figures 11, 12, and 13) were conducted in Water Street Tampa.
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Figure 11: View from public bench across J.W. Marriott
(By Nousheen Rahman, 2022)

Figure 12: View from public bench across Heron Residences
(By Nousheen Rahman, 2022)
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Figure 13: Public seating across side of Amalie Arena
(By Nousheen Rahman, 2022)
Based on these on these observations, the promised global urban life is limited to the
building and street aesthetics along Water Street, specifically, the 5-star hotel J.W. Marriott; the
Amalie Sports Arena; and a luxurious Heron apartment building. This type of simulated experience
of city living feeds into the global “urban imaginary” (Ghertner 2010) Water Street’s architects
are trying to provoke. The J.W. Marriott is marketed as “a center of activity inside the Water Street
neighborhood” (Water Street Tampa 2022) and the prohibitively priced Heron is described as a
“new benchmark for living in Tampa...[that] reimagines urban living...with impeccable style”
(Heron Water Street Apartments 2021).
In reality, the experiences Water Street claims to be introducing to Tampa are not
necessarily novel to the city. The aesthetics of urban livability and walkability were already well
established by the public’s experience of the Riverwalk. If anything, judging by the high cost of
living in Water Street, the aesthetics of livability and walkability offered by the project is far more
exclusive than any other existing urban amenities in the downtown district of the city. Furthermore,
the aesthetic imperative of “watch[ing] urban life go by” (Interview 2021) in a cultural and
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economic hotspot like Water Street Tampa is an experience that uniquely associated with “iconic”
(Sklair 2017) global cities, as argued by Ong and Roy (2011) who considers it as a “worlding”
(ibid.) practice.
As mentioned above, a key tenet among Water Street’s planners is the ethos of walkability,
which is popular in pro-urbanism planning circles (Brass 2018). The notion of walkability is an
important aesthetic attribute of success in mega-development projects like Water Street and was
strongly encouraged by ULI. By championing these aesthetic standards, the Water Street idea of
building “half a city” (Vinik, cited in Kelly 2020) demonstrates a strong commitment to the
“worlding” policies and practices associated with established world cities (Ong and Roy 2011).
Another common theme within Water Street is the rhetoric of taking urban development to
a ‘new level.’ SPP has described Water Street as “the first community in the world to achieve
WELL PrecertificationTM for Design and Operations under the WELL Community StandardTM”
(Water Street Tampa 2022). According to the Well Certification website (ibid.), ‘urban wellness’
is a program which aims to provide a holistic and inter-disciplinary approach to the way the public
experiences and is impacted by their physical environment by considering factors such as air and
water quality, access to food, and mobility options, to name a few.
Water Street’s operationalization of the Well Community Standard represents a further
attempt at exclusivity which is another example of “worlding” among competitive cities (Ong and
Roy 2011). In describing itself as the “first community in the world to achieve WELL
Precertification for Design and Operations designation under the WELL Community Standard”
(Water Street 2022), Water Street is not only attempting to pioneer a world-class “urban
imaginary” (Ghertner 2010), it is also trying to redefine “urban success and achievement in a world
of circulating city symbols” (Ong and Roy 2011, p. 18) relative to other globalizing cities.
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SPP staff were forthright about comparing Water Street both to other urban communities
nationwide and worldwide, and contrasting it to urban amenities in the rest of City of Tampa.
Conjuring allusive standards of wellness and sustainability are a form of inter-referencing,
whereby Water Street is “invoking desirable icons of ‘world class’ amenities … as desirable urban
attributes” (Ong and Roy ibid., p. 18). These attributes include its 5-star hotel, upscale retail stores,
and sports and entertainment venues.
Relative to the rest of the city, Water Street is stoking intra-city competition as the first
urban exclusive enclave of its kind (Kritzer 2018). Furthermore, SPP’s investment efforts exceed
its 56-acre Water Street project. The SPP staff interviewed identified three phases to the project,
with the first phase including building out approximately 40 acres of the acquired land, which was
mostly vacant. Phase two involved in-filling existing parcels. Lastly, phase three involves major
infrastructure and roadway projects which would create interconnectivity between the rest of the
downtown Tampa and Water Street.
Figure 14 is a map that was created to attract retail businesses to Water Street, advertising
the district as a central location relative to other downtown commercial and residential districts. In
doing so, SPP has sent a subtle message to other downtown districts and neighborhoods that its
project is now the focal point of the ‘new downtown,’ especially after the completion of phases
two and three. Coupled with its exclusive aesthetic commitments to ‘wellness’, the message being
conveyed to both public and private interests is that Water Street is where everyone should be.
Due to SPP’s financial influence over ULI, the claim that Water Street Tampa is an example of
urban best practice within urban redevelopment seems to have become hegemonic among land
development and real estate elites.
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Figure 14: Map of downtown Tampa area, Water Street as central
(By Water Street Tampa, 2022)
Aesthetic Metonyms and the “Iconic Architecture” of Water Street
Throughout the five-year period of downtown Tampa redevelopment, there have been
numerous comparative references to established world-class cities, including London and Paris,
particularly with reference to riverfront new-built gentrification developments. This practice of
inter-referencing was and continues to be particularly evident in the development of Water Street
via aesthetic metonyms of ‘world-class’ cities. As the Water Street project gained national
attention during its first phase, it was featured in a 2019 Forbes Magazine interview article with
its then-CEO James Nozar. In this interview, Nozar made the following comment:
“We are essentially creating a neighborhood around the historic namesake Water Street
that has been around for along time. We’re bringing it back and extending it and making it
the main street, the main spine to our neighborhood, much like Michigan Avenue in
Chicago or 14th Street in D.C. That’s what we believe Water Street can be” (cited in
Richardson 2019).
In comparing a built-out Water Street Tampa to cities like Chicago and Washington D.C., Nozar
and SPP sought to invoke widely recognizable and iconic visual aesthetics of these world-class
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cities and to transfer their aesthetics to Water Street. For a provincial city like Tampa, which has
a long history of failed urban redevelopment projects, aesthetic metonyms were especially useful
in the pursuit of its global city dreams.
Figures 15 and 16 below show some of the marketing and advertising for several projects
within Water Street, specifically for the Heron Residences mentioned earlier and the location for
Tampa General Hospital’s new Urgent Care facility. In using rhetoric such as “elevated” and
“world-class” to describe future amenities or services being built, Water Street Tampa is laying
claim to global prominence and associating itself with icons of established world-class cities,
including luxury accommodations and high-end medical care services.

Figure 15: Marketing for Heron Residences
(By Nousheen Rahman, 2022)
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Figure 16: Marketing for Heron Residences
(By Nousheen Rahman, 2022)
The resort to inter-referencing was also evident in former city councilor Linda Saul-Sena's
comparison of the Hillsborough River to the world-renowned riverfronts of the Thames in London
and the Seine in Paris. A common “fast policy” (Peck and Theodore 2015) strategy among
neoliberal urban elites like Saul-Sena is to compare their economic development policies and
practices with those of renowned world cities.
Beyond rhetoric, Water Street Tampa contains several physical metonyms for what its
planners consider ‘world-class.’ As mentioned earlier in this study, a major tenet of ‘iconic
projects’ is the use of iconic building materials and design, such as glass, metal and spectacular
shapes (Sklair 2017). A pioneer in this regard is the previously mentioned ‘iconic’ spherically
shaped business tower, the ‘Beer Can,’ along the downtown Riverwalk. Earlier in this study,
building was compared to have a striking resemblance to London’s equally iconic cylindrical
building, the ‘Gherkin.’ In the case of Water Street, several new buildings can easily be construed
as metonyms of global urbanism and elite consumerism.
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As discussed earlier, Figure 9 showed the ultra-luxurious J.W. Marriott next to the Pam
Iorio Parking Garage. In comparison to the monotone concrete aesthetics of the parking garage,
the J.W. Marriott is constructed of the glass which Sklair (2017) regards as a common element of
iconic architecture in global cities. Figure 17 offers a closer view of some of the exterior details of
the hotel. It also provides a view of the adjoining Tampa Marriott hotel to its right, which was
constructed in 2000. The architecture of the original Tampa Marriott is notably different to the
newly constructed J.W. Marriott. One visitor to Water Street who was interviewed for this study
stated: “I do like what they’ve done with Water Street, but I will say it doesn’t look like Tampa.
We’ve kind of lost the ‘South Florida feel’” (Interview 2022).

Figure 17: J.W. Marriott exterior detail (left) and Tampa Marriott Hotel (right)
(By Nousheen Rahman, 2022)
The visitor is observing that the aesthetics and architecture of Water Street are not
consistent with what is typically built-in downtown Tampa. As part of its “worlding” (Ong and
Roy 2011) efforts, Water Street is intentionally designed and constructed to distinguish itself from
the established architecture of downtown Tampa. The development aspires to be visually
contrasting from surrounding established structures in downtown and this is further evidenced
through the difference in architecture between the two Marriott hotels. The older iteration of the
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hotel consists mostly of a concrete exterior, and the newer hotel exhibits design elements such as
glass which have become symbols of transparency and consumer-friendliness (Sklair 2017).
Ironically, due to its privatization, information on Water Street is not easily accessible and is
closely guarded by SPP in their elite role as the TCC, as was evident by the difficulty in obtaining
an interview with a single staff member at the organization. Even more ironically, the consumerfriendliness is limited to a consumer base who can afford a 5-star hotel.
This corporate sensibility and global aesthetic of commercial buildings with imposing glass
exteriors and vertiginous heights extends to the growing number of residential buildings along
Water Street. Figure 18 shows a full view of the luxurious Heron Residences, which is anchored
by the visually striking GreenWise Market grocery store on its ground floor. The facades of the
GreenWise Market could easily be mistaken for public art and in that regard link to another
aesthetic that is central to SPP’s planning philosophy, namely, urban livability and exclusive
consumption. As shown in Figure 18, the theme of buildings as objects of art is extended from the
grocery store to the parking garage which hovers over the GreenWise Market. Aesthetically, the
design of this parking garage is markedly different from the modern industrial aesthetics of the
Pam Iorio Parking Garage abutting the J.W. Marriott. Based on interviews, this was part of an
intentional effort by SPP to distinguish Water Street aesthetically as a world-class icon project.
The search for distinction is evident in the spectacular design of the parking structure below.
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Figure 18: GreenWise Market (left) and Heron Residence (right)
(By Nousheen Rahman, 2022)
Meanwhile, the GreenWise Market is hailed as Publix’s only GreenWise Market in the
City of Tampa, adding to Water Street’s distinctiveness in terms of consumption (Berdychowksi
2021). This celebration of GreenWise must be understood against the heavy standardization of
consumer goods in Tampa Bay’s surrounding suburbs. According to Publix President Kevin
Murphy, this grocery store represents is one of a “new-concept specialty, natural and organic
stores” that sell a “curated mix of high-quality specialty make-at-home and grab & go items [that]
will add a level of convenience for residents and visitors looking for easy meal solutions as they
enjoy the events and activities available in the surrounding area” (cited in Brous 2021). This
statement can be interpreted as a subtle rejection of the monotony and conformity of suburban
living, compared to the aesthetic of urban livability and an aesthetic of distinction in terms of
consumption.
This aesthetic of distinction is further evidenced in the ‘unique’ architectural design of
Water Street’s luxury residences. For instance, at first glance, the Heron Residences appears as
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just another high-rise condominium. However, upon closer examination, its asymmetric exterior
geometry, evident in Figure 19 and 20, continues SPP’s commitment to global urban lifestyle and
aesthetic. “Heron introduces both a differentiated design and a differentiated lifestyle offering to
Tampa, is how Lee Schaffler, SPP’s Chief Portfolio Office, put it (cited in The Floridant 2021).

Figure 19: Close up of Heron Residences
(By Nousheen Rahman, 2022)
A final metonymic connection between the aesthetics of Water Street and its quest for
national, if not global iconic status, is the presence of geometric shapes in its high-rise buildings.
For instance, the Heron Residences’ geometric façade, shown in Figure 20, bears a striking
resemblance to the $150 million ‘Vessel’ of Hudson Yards in New York City, albeit far less
controversial (Schwab 2019), as shown in Figure 21. In approximating the visual aesthetics of this
150-feet structure one architectural critic derided as “a perfect symbol for the grifter capitalism of
New York City’s privatized Hudson Yards ‘neighborhood’” (cited in Schwab, ibid.), SPP has
unwittingly placed Water Street into conversation with another iconic mega-gentrification
development in an iconic world-class city.
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Figure 20: Heron Residences, view from Channelside Drive
(By Nousheen Rahman, 2022)

Figure 20: Heron Residences, view from Channelside Drive
(By Nousheen Rahman, 2022)
The massive spatial and cultural transformation of downtown Tampa is becoming evident
in people’s perceptions. For instance, echoing an earlier comment, one downtown visitor from
nearby Seminole Heights reacted as follows: “When I first visited here, I didn’t recognize it as
Tampa. I thought it was Miami” (Interview 2021). Another visitor commented: “When I look

72

around, I can see what they’re trying to do with these big high-rises, and it feels so different from
the rest of Tampa. It reminds me a little bit of San Francisco or Chicago” (Interview 2021).
These comparisons and references to renowned global cities are consistent with the
literature about gentrification, fast policy, worlding, and rule by aesthetics. The new-built megagentrification developments of Water Street Tampa have and continue to “produce sites of
spectacular excess where the political economic forces driving urban redevelopment are
empowered to remake space according to the needs of global capital” (Lindner and Sandoval 2021,
p. 9). The view of this study is that this process continues to be achieved through the production
of “neoliberal consumer-oriented aesthetics” which is creating “seductive spaces and instill[ed]
the desire needed to accelerate exclusionary urban transformations” (ibid.). It is to this issue that
the next section now turns.
Socioeconomic and Sociocultural Impacts of Water Street Tampa
Throughout the (re)development of Downtown Tampa, there have been a range of negative
socioeconomic and sociocultural impacts on poor communities of class and color in neighborhoods
such as the Tampa Heights and North Hyde Park (previously part of West Tampa) neighborhoods.
These impacts have included outright exclusion from and inaccessibility to the benefits that
accompany urban redevelopment. The exclusion also includes the diversion of investment funds
for social welfare services and affordable housing from downtown and near-downtown
neighborhoods inhabited by the urban poor. Iconic mixed-use ‘live, work and play’ developments
such as Armature Works on the Riverwalk have triggered a wave of gentrification in the adjacent,
historically excluded neighborhoods of Tampa Heights and West Tampa. This dynamic has led to
the displacement of longstanding residents to make way for middle and upper middle-class
consumers and residents. A recent report stated that: “there is an obvious socio-economic and
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cultural gap between those who visit the trendy bars and restaurants [of Armature Works, as well
nearby Ulele, the former The Hall of Franklin, and several craft breweries] and those who use the
social services that remain in the neighborhood” (Kite-Powell, cited in Hubbard 2021).
In the case of Water Street, “building half a city” within a city of Tampa, as Vinik famously
put it (cited in Kelley 2020), it is important to broaden the perspective regarding socioeconomic
and sociocultural impacts beyond what has is immediately evident in downtown Tampa.
For example, in the case of notable new-built gentrification developments in the downtown area,
there is irrefutable evidence of blatant and widespread exclusion, even physical removal, of poor
communities of color and class. North Boulevard Homes, formerly Tampa’s oldest public housing
development, in the West River neighborhood, was demolished in 2016 to make room for InVision
Tampa’s (2012) comprehensive revitalization plan. As mentioned earlier in the study, this plan
envisioned Tampa as a financial and cultural node within the broader political and cultural
economy of global neoliberal urbanism (ibid.). This vision of downtown Tampa, a critical analysis
of which is beyond the scope of this study, centered around a highly aestheticized view of urban
living. Its visualized landscapes organized some riverfront neighborhoods into sites for opulent
redevelopment and stigmatized others which stained that landscape, notably public housing
districts like North Boulevard and poor neighborhoods like Tampa Heights (Danielson 2015). The
end result, therefore, was the displacement of approximately 2,000 residents who were scattered
across suburban Tampa Bay (ibid.).
Meanwhile in the case of Water Street Tampa, corporate developers like James Nozar
insisted that, “no residents or existing business [would be] displaced as a result of the project”
which is now known as Water Street Tampa (Richardson 2019). However, it is important to widen
the perspective regarding socioeconomic and sociocultural impacts of Water Street Tampa to the
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urban poor beyond their physical displacement and exclusion by also including their economic
exclusion and cultural erasure (Atkinson and Bridge 2005).
Studies show that the impacts of urban mega-redevelopment projects are not only limited
to the physical displacement of existing individuals or businesses, but also entail financial
displacement in terms which racial and socioeconomic groups are incapable of accessing the
“spectacular excesses” (Lindner and Sandoval 2011, p. 9) emerging within the 56-acre multibillion-dollar development project of Water Street Tampa. The same displacement dynamic
applies to the “consumer-oriented aesthetics create[d in] seductive spaces” (ibid.) such as The
Heron, among others, that “instill the desires needed to accelerate exclusionary transformations”
(ibid.) among residents and visitors of this mega-development .
The negative socioeconomic impacts of such mega-developments are felt by existing
residents across the city-region. The online survey for this study asked: What are your thoughts
and first impressions of Water Street?” Below are some notable responses which specifically
mentioned the lack of affordability of Water Street:
“Water Street is for the elite. Not for me. It will lead to gentrification, increased and inflated
cost of housing near downtown, and displacement in the surrounding areas” (Survey
response 2021).
Another respondent stated:
“I am sad to see that the housing costs of the new developments will price out the working
class and disproportionately benefit wealthy white investors. Look at Water Street, it is
clearly not developed with any Tampa residents in mind” (Survey response 2021).
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These respondents’ concerns echo existing real estate trends in Tampa. In 2021, Tampa like the
rest of Florida reported a 29 percent increase in rent on average. This upward trend due to an overinflated land and real estate market shows few signs of cooling down (Hazen 2021).
However, despite statistical and anecdotal concerns about rising rent, the developers of
Water Street Tampa offered no remedies. SPP staff members were specifically asked whether their
company had any plans to incorporate workforce and/or affordable housing units in Water Street
among the thousands of units they were building. This was the response:
“You know, it’s tough. We’re thinking about those things. It’s disputed, but at the bare
minimum, building more housing addresses housing issues at all levels of the spectrum
even if we’re not building affordable housing. From the supply side of things, if you build
enough units, that helps with that problem. That doesn’t mean we don’t feel like we don’t
need to figure out how to solve affordability across the range of offerings, and it’s
something we are actively looking into. There aren’t incentives here in Florida like there
are in other markets that make that easier to achieve” (Interview 2021).
This answer reflects the typical neoliberal supply-side, trickle-down worldview regarding how to
fix the affordable housing crisis in Tampa and the rest of the U.S. An extensive review of the
business literature and mass media reports suggests that SPP has no plans to address downtown
Tampa mounting housing affordability crisis. Instead, the company has doubled down on the
construction of high-end housing such the ultra-luxurious “The Residences at the Tampa Edition.”
Here is Nozar, several years ago, describing the market prospects for this type of housing for
downtown Tampa:
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“This is a high-end building and we think it serves those who want a second home in the
market or a downtown pad. You could see some professional sports player living here”
(cited in Griffen 2016).
Nozar’s remark confirms survey respondents’ concerns that the development of Water
Street is “for the elite” (Survey response 2021) rather than the average Tampa resident.
Furthermore, while residents in the City of Tampa struggle to keep up with rising rental costs in
their sole and primary homes, elite real estate developers like SPP are focused on creating evermore supply for those privileged enough to own a “second home” or the luxury of a “downtown
pad,” as stated by Nozar (cited in Griffen 2016).
Ironically, ‘SPP is actively’ thinking about issues of affordability, but passively responding
to a growing public need across the city. As Water Street continues to expand on largely vacant
deindustrialized land, negative socioeconomic and sociocultural impacts do not necessarily stem
from the displacement of existing individuals and communities. Rather, its negative impacts derive
from the privileging of wealthy households and individuals, including its class-based identities,
such as that of a professional sports player, and subjectivities in favor of urban living. In fact, not
only are the new denizens of Water Street predominantly members of the technical, professional
and managerial classes working in the burgeoning biomedical and “FTE” (finance, technology,
and electronics) sectors (Temin 2017) in and near downtown, but also as described earlier, the
cultural and aesthetic aspects of this process rely on white middle and upper middle-class
professionals’ appropriation of downtown space and urban history.
Currently, there are four high-end residential developments on Water Street, three of which
are rental developments, with the fourth being residences for sale (The Residences at the Tampa
Edition). Based on information from the websites of the three rental residences (i.e., Asher, Heron
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and Cora), rental prices for one-bedroom apartments ranging from approximately 560 square feet
to 800 square feet start at $2,000 and exceed $3,000 per month. The average rent in Tampa is
approximately $1,762 with the average apartment size being 927 square feet (Tampa, FL Rental
Market Trends 2022). Based on these statistics, average costs of the residential offerings of Water
Street are above the national average, and yet offer less square footage.
Furthermore, according to the National Low Income Housing Coalition (NLIHC 2021)’s
most recent annual “Out of Reach” report, to afford a two-bedroom rental unit (i.e., 2BHW) at fair
market rent (FMR) in the Tampa-St. Petersburg-Clearwater MSA, the official zone of economic
measurement, an average worker would have to earn $24.44 per hour or work 2.8 jobs at minimum
wage work. For comparison, the national 2BHW is $24.90, meaning minimum wage workers
cannot afford rent in any U.S. state (Adamczyk 2020). NLIHC reports that Florida’s 2BHW is
$24.82, but the average renter wage is only $17.69 (NLIHC ibid.). Moreover, a Tampa-based
report by ApartmentList, a research group that compiles rental costs, during the last year shows
that Tampa’s rental rates have risen 20.2% compared to Florida’s increase of 15.2%
(ApartmentList 2022). In this context, building more housing units at prevailing rates will only
exacerbate the city’s worsening housing affordability crisis (Sach 2021). While it is a fact that
Florida lacks policy mechanisms to incentivize the construction of affordable housing, it is also a
fact that corporate developers like SPP are using this policy void as an alibi to continue producing
only high-end housing for the socioeconomically privileged classes.
A City of Tampa staff member in the Development and Growth Management Department
interviewed for this study pointed to the fact that SPP and the City of Tampa have a public-private
partnership agreement. However, the city staff member noted: “Recently, maybe two to four years
ago, [SPP] went to the Florida Legislature to get a separate taxing district. Because it’s all privately
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owned, they don’t need any city support” (Interview 2021). By leveraging its political influence,
SPP secured the legal right to operate as an autonomous taxing district separate from the city, thus
achieving Vinik’s neoliberal dream wish of creating a new “half a city within the city” (Cited in
Kelley 2020). In supporting the legislative measure (HB 1393 – The Water Street Improvement
Bill) which was sponsored by Tampa Republican representative Jamie Grant, his colleague in the
legislature, Tampa GOP senator Dana Young encouraged SPP to utilize the tax it levies to “install
and operate and maintain upscale amenities and infrastructure within the district that are far beyond
what the city of Tampa would be able to do” (cited in Schorsch 2018). By separating itself
financially from the rest of the city, Water Street is well positioned to pursue its own narrow
economic development interests.
Despite SPP’s popular rhetoric about promoting a “live, work, play 24-hour environment”
vision that “is shared by everyone and will “bring people in” (Vinik 2019), the only socioeconomic
classes which will be able to participate in Water Street’s exclusive residential and recreational
spaces are “middle classes as the new savior of the city” (Atkinson and Bridge 2005, p. 2). This is
how a member of the city’s Development and Growth Management Department staff described
the current situation in Water Street: “They have people working there, in their GreenWise, and
different services areas [but] those people cannot afford to live in their units” (Interview 2021).
The staff member confirmed this study’s initial contention that Water Street Tampa is exacerbating
the gap in housing affordability and introducing new social and cultural barriers in terms of who
has a right to, and can even afford, the city.
Evidence for this trend is found in SPP’s response to providing affordable housing
opportunities for its extensive retail and service staff who are expected to cater to the needs of the
district’s cosmopolitan residents and visitors. In interviews with SPP staff members, it became
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clear that the available housing stock within the district is intended solely for those with highpaying medical or corporate jobs. The same City of Tampa staff member speculated that the only
political pathway to affordable housing in or near Water Street Tampa would “probably be political
and behind the scenes, with [Mayor Castor] saying to Jeff [Vinik], ‘C’mon buddy, make our city
look good’” (Interview 2021).
But, as mentioned earlier, the socioeconomic and sociocultural impacts of Water Street
extend far beyond the geographical limits of the project itself. As stated by a SPP staff member,
Phase 3 of the development involves infrastructure and roadway connections and enhancements,
specifically north of Water Street which includes the Central Business District of Downtown
Tampa, Curtis Hixon Riverfront Park, and neighborhoods such as Tampa Heights and Ybor City.
This is what the interviewed SPP staff member stated:
“There’s a lot of political discussion about whether downtown has finished what it needs
to do. There’s a lot more leverage that can be gained from redevelopment. There’s a lot
more to do in that segment between Water Street and Ybor – it's kind of the final frontier”
(Interview 2021).
This framing of Water Street Tampa’s phased expansion as the “final frontier” recalls Neil Smith’s
(1996) claim that gentrification ultimately represents a movement of retaking urban cores of cities
economically and financially and governing them according to a whole range of revanchist public
measures.
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Chapter Seven:
Conclusion
The aim of this study was to explore the development practices of downtown Tampa
through the combined framework of “worlding” (Ong and Roy 2011), “fast policy’ (Peck and
Theodore 2015), “rule by aesthetics” (Ghertner 2010), and “icon projects” (Sklair 2017). This
study used Water Street Tampa as an example of this neoliberal urban regeneration and worlding
strategy. The central research question was addressed through a set of sub-questions.
Sub-question (a) was: What specific global mobile urban planning policies and practices
were mobilized to transform downtown Tampa into “one of the first smart districts” in the world?
This question was addressed first through a historical analysis of the urban revitalization policies
and practices of previous mayoral administrations. These policies and practices concentrated
mainly on the revitalization of Tampa’s downtown riverfront, the most significant of which were
the Tampa Riverwalk Master Plan (2006) and InVision Tampa (2012).
Sub-question (b) was: Who are the major actors and institutions involved in the
implementation of the Water Street mega-gentrification project? This question was key to
understanding the role of the organizations and actors involved in ushering in a new
entrepreneurial form of urban governance (Harvey 1989), driven by the dictates of financial capital
and shaped by an urban aesthetic deeply tied to middle- and upper-class sensibilities. This subquestion was addressed through interviews with various representatives of public and private
stakeholders who are involved in the conceptualization and execution of Jeff Vinik and Bill
Gates’s vision for Downtown Tampa and Water Street. The study showed that Strategic Property
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Partners (SPP), the land and real estate developer of Water Street Tampa, is the primary conduit
for the conduct of “fast policy” (Peck and Theodore 2015) in urban redevelopment and the megadevelopment's “worlding” (Ong and Roy 2011) strategy which prioritized the gentrification of
downtown, concealed in the rhetoric and aesthetics of wellness, walkability, connectivity, and
urban livability (Water Street Tampa 2022). The primary goal of the development is to encourage
ever-more opulent consumption, spectacular recreation, and high-end commercial and residential
real estate investment through the imaginary of a beautified and aestheticized city life on par with
global cities around the world.
The final sub-question was: What are the socio-economic effects of the Water Street Tampa
project, especially on Tampa’s vulnerable populations? This question was addressed through the
semi-structured interviews with SPP staff, city officials, Partnership and ULI staff and interviews
with members of the public and an online survey. The study found that the socioeconomic impacts
of Water Street needed to consider much more than the typical displacement of existing residents
and examine the exclusion of poor and underprivileged city residents through the idea of a
beautified waterfront city that is the embodiment of urban conviviality and lifestyle
sophistication.
Through these sub-questions, the study was able to address the central research question:
What worlding strategies were adopted by neoliberal public and private stakeholders to transform
Tampa into a “benchmark city of the future” (Martinez 2018)? Water Street is now widely touted
as the ‘new downtown’ for a revitalized City of Tampa based on its unique urban lifestyle
aesthetics and iconic architecture and urban services. Water Street is also an embodiment of
economic fast policy and rule by aesthetics, which is predicated on reimagining the urban core
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along the lines of the major global cities of the world and the valorization of high- end consumption
and recreation in exclusive urban spaces.
Like any study, however, the study could have benefitted from a deeper exploration of the
implications of socioeconomic impacts by considering race and gender in survey and interview
questions. The impacts of the gentrification of downtown Tampa were demonstrated through
examples of displacement of residents near Armature Works and Bayshore Boulevard. However,
a more specific consideration of socioeconomic and sociocultural impacts across race and gender
could offer new insights into the relationship between gentrification and social exclusion in Tampa
and more specifically, Water Street.
Furthermore, while the master planning documents from previous mayoral administrations
established vital historical context for the (re)development of downtown Tampa, this study could
have benefitted from seeking interviews with representatives from previous mayoral
administrations in order to gain further qualitative context for the decision-making involved in the
initial stages of the worlding of downtown Tampa. Nonetheless, these planning strategies paved
the way for the gentrification of downtown and created the conditions for which neoliberal elite
actors and players could further utilize Tampa as grounds for increased luxury developments which
have elements of being considered “smart districts” (Martinez 2018).
Through both the abovementioned historical analysis and interviews with other
stakeholders, The Downtown Partnership. as well as the previous mayoral administrations of the
City of Tampa are found to be tangentially responsible for the conditions of mega-gentrification
seen today. While not directly involved in Water Street Tampa, the initiatives of both entities set
in motion the standards of creating walkable city-making along the waterfront, a vital tenet of
which is ‘live, work, and play’, and is quoted across multiple channels such as the city’s master

83

planning documents, as well as in the rhetoric of Partnership, ULI and SPP staff. These ideas are
not novel to the realm of urban planning and placemaking, but it is these institutions which have
emphasized such development as the necessary aspiration for Tampa in order to be deemed a
world-class city, and thus set in motion a constantly evolving benchmark, which is characteristic
of fast policy regimes (Peck and Theodore 2015).
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Appendix B: Interview Questions
Interview questions for City of Tampa Staff:
1. Please describe your role within your department and your department’s role within the
City of Tampa.
2. What would you describe as the general goals for the current redevelopment of
Downtown Tampa?
3. Are there any sources of inspiration for the redevelopment plans in Downtown Tampa,
the Channel District, or Water Street? If so, please describe.
4. What would you describe as the most important factors of what you consider to be a
successful redevelopment of a downtown metro area?
5. Downtown Tampa, particularly Water Street, has multiple residential projects proposed
or underway. What would you say are the housing goals for the City of Tampa?
6. Does your department or the City of Tampa engage in public/private partnerships? If so,
what is the role, importance and impact of these partnerships?
7. Is there any opportunity for public participation in the redevelopment process? If so,
please describe how public participation is solicited.
8. The Buckhorn administration played a vital role in moving forward the plans for
Downtown Tampa. What was the relationship like between the Partnership and the
administration?
a. Have you seen any change with the Castor administration? If so, how?
9. What do you think needs to continue to happen, or otherwise may need to change, in
order to reach the goals envisioned for the City of Tampa?
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Interview questions for Downtown Partnership staff:
1. Please explain the role of the Downtown Partnership and your role with the agency.
2. Please describe what you or your organization considers as public space.
3. What do you consider to be the most important roles that the Downtown Partnership
plays in the city?
4. What roles has the Partnership had in contributing to the plans for the redevelopment of
Downtown Tampa? Specifically Channel District/Water Street?
5. Can you provide some more information on the Special Services District?
6. On that note, how important are corporate/private partnerships to the Downtown
Partnership?
a. What kind of impacts have you seen as a result of these corporate partnerships?
7. The Buckhorn administration played a vital role in moving forward the plans for
Downtown Tampa. What was the relationship like between the Partnership and the
administration?
a. Have you seen any change with the Castor administration? If so, how?
8. What would you describe as the “shared vision” that the Downtown Partnership helps to
promote?
9. What, if any, kind of relationship does your organization have with the public?
a. How are these relationships fostered? Who are the target audience?
10. What role would you say image or vision has to play in the way a downtown develops?
11. Accessibility?
12. What types of developments do you think are best for Downtown Tampa?
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Interview questions for Urban Land Institute Staff:
1. Please explain the role of the ULI in Downtown Tampa and your role within the agency.
2. What would you describe as the general goals for the current redevelopment of
Downtown Tampa?
3. Does the ULI have any involvement in the current redevelopment of Water Street
specifically?
4. What would you describe as the most important factors of what you consider to be a
successful redevelopment of a downtown metro area?
5. Who do you consider to be key partners with your organization in the redevelopment of
the City?
6. What do you consider to be the real estate and planning goals for the City of Tampa?
7. What role do public or private partnerships play in the ULI’s work in Downtown Tampa?
8. As an individual, or in your professional capacity at the ULI, what are your thoughts or
impressions on Channel District/Water Street/Downtown Tampa as a whole?
Interview questions for Strategic Property Partners Staff:
1. Please describe your role within the SPP, and the SPP’s role in Downtown Tampa.
2. What is the SPP’s ultimate goal for Water Street?
3. More specifically, what are the housing goals for Water Street?
4. From what you are able to share, how were the proposed developments within Water
Streets determined?
5. To what extent, if applicable, does the SPP engage the public for feedback. If available,
how are these opportunities created and how are members of the public solicited?
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6. Will there be any connections between Water Street and the remaining redevelopment of
Downtown Tampa? If so, please elaborate.
7. More generally, SPP’s website discusses insights on “what makes an urban neighborhood
great.” In your professional opinion, what do you think makes an urban neighborhood
great?
Interview questions for anonymous members of the public:
1. What is your age range? You can identify this range in decades (20-30, 40-50, 50-60,
etc.)
2. What is your residential status with the City of Tampa? Do you live in the City of Tampa,
the greater Tampa Bay Area, or somewhere else?
3. How often do you come to Downtown Tampa? What is your purpose of coming here?
4. If you do come here often, what keeps you coming back? If you don’t come here often,
what do you think is the reason?
5. From anything you haven’t covered throughout this conversation, what are your general
thoughts about Downtown Tampa?
6. Do you know about the current redevelopment efforts going on in the Downtown area? If
so, which ones do you know about?
7. What are your thoughts on the developments you do know about?
8. Overall, do you think that the Downtown area is moving in a positive direction or
negative direction. Please elaborate on your choice.
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Appendix C: Fair Use Worksheet (Figure 1)
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Appendix D: Photo License (Figure 4)
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Appendix E: Photo Release (Figure 21)
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